A BUNCH OF WOMEN 


The country girl, the blond heiress, the young sisters from 
across the tracks-each was beautiful, and each needed 
his help. Peter Donner decided to make the most of it— 
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The Impulse to kiss her became 
a sudden compulsion, I pulled 
her into my arms. She pressed 
feverish lips against mine. There 
was an obvious physical need in 
those lips of hers. 

Her hands swept around my 
neck. She pulled me close to her. 
She kept moaning, “Oh, Pete... 
Pete.. 

I knew something at that mo¬ 
ment Alice Kane had not loved 
a man for a long, long time. The 
fire in her burned much too hot 
The tenseness was aU through 
her body. Her heart was ham¬ 
mering madly as the ecstasy 
built... 

The trailer door opened. Alice 
went stiff in my arms ... 
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A BUNCH OF WOMEN 





1 


T 

XHE naked girl splashed about in the creek. 
“Hello,” I said. 

She whirled around. She stared at me, speechless, 
motionless, her lovely face a study in consternation. 
Suddenly, with a choked squeal, she turned and 
plunged into the water. Submeiged to her shoulders, 
she fixed me with furious eyes. 

“You,” she cried out. “Get out of here!” 

“Why?” 

“Get out of here!” Her voice was shrill. 

“Tut, tut,” I said. “Such hospitalily.” 

I sat down on a log. She glared at me. I grinned 
at her. 

“HeUo, Lori,” I said. 

Her face screwed up in puzzlement. Her eyes, blue 
as the water, swept mine. 

“Who are you? How do you know my name?” 
“That’s right, I forgot to introduce myself, didn’t 
I?... I’m Pete Donner. How do you do?” 
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She continued to stare at me. And then my name 
registered. She gave a wild, exultant shout *Tete 
Donner!” 

“You’ve heard of me, I take it?” 

“Of course. You’re Bill’s friend.” 

“How right you are.” I gave her a mock leer. "Now 
come on out of there so we can get acquainted.” 

She laughed. 

“First go off and hide somewhere. Ihen I can 
get dressed.” 

“What’s the point of that?” I asked, *Tve already 
seen what you look like.” She laughed again. She had 
a lovely iau^, Ihus ^couraged, I added, “And you 
have me panting for a second look, Lori.” 

“You won’t get it” she replied. “Now be off with 
youl” 

'Tm too tired to move. Fve been driving all day. 
ni turn my back to you-^ow about that?” 

“Can I trust you?” 

“No,” I said. She lauded once again. “Better 
accept the offer, Lori, It’s the best you’ll get out of 
me.” 

“All right,” she said. “Turn your back.” 

I wheeled around on the log. 

“You know,” I said, “in Japan, women think noth¬ 
ing of bathing in the nude before an audience.” 

“This isn’t Japan,” she replied, "How long were 
you watching me, anyway?” 

“A couple of minutes.” 

‘Tto you think that was a nice thing to do?” 

“It was a lovely thing to do.” 
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"Ami*t you ashamed of yourself at aU?” 

“Not a bit I love to look at nude womot Pm a 
Peeping Tom by nature/* 

*‘If you’re fust a Peeping Tom, that’s not so bad 
From what I understand Peeping Toms like only to 
look. They’re satisfied with that” 

“That’s me,” 1 said *T never go further than look¬ 
ing.” 

‘TU bet” 

I gazed around me. The pool was a sunny blue 
broadening of the creek that wound through the 
fields. It was lined along its banks by alder and thick 
underbrush. I spotted a sho^;un leaning against a 
weeping willow tree. A pair of binoculars rested at 
the foot of the gun. 

“Going hunting?” I asked 

“Could be.” 

“What do you hunt around here? Not ducks at this 
time of the year.” 

“No. Varmints.” 

“Squirrels? Rabbits? Or varmints like me?” 

Her voice suddenly went tight. “Worse than you,” 

“Explain that," I said 

“I will—later.” 

“May I turn around now?” 

“Not yet. Give me a few more seconds.” There was 
an interval of silence. Then she said “All right. You 
can look.” 

I wheeled around on the log. She was about ten 
feet away from me. She eyed me curiously as i^e 
combed her cascading curls. She was a tall, honey- 
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haired girl with deeply tanned skin, extraordinarily 
bright blue eyes. 

Z rose to my feet and walked over to her. 

‘•Hello, Lori,” I said, stretdiing out my hand. 

She shook it “Hello, Pete,” she said, “ftfy brother 
mentioned you so often in his letters.” 

I bent down, kissed her on the cheek. 

*Tm sorry about Bill,” I said. 

Her eyes turned misty. “It was a horriMe ^ock.” 

“I can imagine.” 

“Exactly what happened? me.” 

“There’s nothing to telL The damn plane crashed 
and Bill’s dead. That’s it” 

“Did he suffer? Was he in pain?” 

“No. Not at alL He was alive for only a few sec* 
ends. And then it was over.” 

“Where is he buried?” 

“Just outside of Beirut” 

She gave a little shiver. ’T hate to think of him 
lying in a foreign land, thousands of miles away. All 
by himself.. 

“He doesn’t care,” I said softly. “You may care. 
But Bill doesn’t give a damn.” 

She stared down at the ground. She passed a hand 
over her face. 

“We were very dose, Bill and I,” she said. “We’re 
twins, you know.” 

“Yes,” I replied. “I know.” I tucked my finger 
under her chin, made her look at me. “You can cry 
and cry, Loil, but it won’t change things.” I put my 
arm around her, “Let’s go, huh?” 

She managed a smile. 
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“All right,” she said. 

She picked up the binoculars and the gun, cradling 
the shotgun in her arm. I looked at the gun, then at 
her. She read the question in my eyes. Her smile 
tightened but she did not e^^lain. 

“Which way did you come in, Pete?” 

I pointed. “My car is up there smnewhere. It 
seemed to be the end of the road.” 

“You came in via the back door.” 

“A man in town told me to keep on the blacktop 
until I saw the dragline at work—” 

“You made the wrong turn. So what? You're here, 
and I’m glad.” 

I smiled to mysdf. Yes. I was here all right I had 
traveled more than seven thousand miles on some 
of the worst airlines in the world to get to the Hans¬ 
ford place. But even if a camel had been my only 
means of transportation, I still would have made the 
trip. I owed It to Bill. 

For three years Bill Hansford had been my buddy 
on the milk run between Beirut and Dhahran. He had 
twice saved my life. One dark night he had kept a 
Bedouin dagger out of my back. Long before that, he 
had carried me down a Korean hill, bis fingers 
pressed tight against a severed artery that was 
spurting my lifeblood over the frozen iATKtaoape,,. 

Lori and I finally made it to my car. Seated next 
to me, she looked awfully good^ She "aras certainly 
far more desirable than any of the desert hourls I 
had known along our Asiatic milk run. 

Her eyes were so blue they seemed translucent 
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like blue glass. They possessed a startling Intensity. 
Her full mouth was a bit on the wide side, but delight¬ 
fully Idssable. Hie girl was wolf-whistle merchandise 
any way you looked at her. 

Bill had been killed just a few days before his 
twenty-seventh birthday. That made Lori twenty- 
seven, too. She did not look her age at alL 

*Tt was nice of you to come, Pete," Lori said, 

*T had to come. It was Bill's dying request" 

She shot a quick glance at me. 'T thought you said 
he died instantly," 

"Almost But not before he gave me your letter to 
read.” 

She turned away, silently biting her lip. 'T should 
never have written that last letter to BUI,” she said. 

“Why?” 

“He must have worried about it” 

There was no use lying. "Sure he did. He thought 
the world of yoiL” 

Her letter had upset Bill badly. He had spoken to 
me about it one night on the desert... 

“It doesn’t make sense, Pete.” Bill had said, trac¬ 
ing a pattern in the sand with the tip of a finger. 
“There are almost three tibousand acres to this farm 
of ours. None of the land is very good, so my grand- 
pap farmed only about one hundred and sixty acres 
and pastured the rest—" 

Bill and Lori had be^ orphaned at fifteen, I 
knew, when a tornado had caught both their mother 
and father in an open field. After the tragedy, the 
two youngsters had resided with their gran(!^>arents. 
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Now, according to Lori’s letter, old Mose Hansford 
was gone as well, and Lori was alone with her grand¬ 
mother. 

‘Tm going back,” Bill had said, making one of his 
characteristic snap decisions. 

“You’re not a farmer,” I had protested. 

“And you’re so right But no lousy strip mine is 
going to run my sister off our own land—” 

The strip mine had been no iirgent problem when 
Bill had left the farm to serve his army hitch. But 
now, according to Lori’s letter, the mine had closed 
on three sides of the farm. The operators of the mine 
were using all sorts of pressure to buy the Hanford 
land—at their own miserable quotation. 

“Lori’s there, aU alone, holding the line,” Bill had 
lamented. "That doesn’t make sense, does it?" 

I had agreed with him. 

He had gotten to his feet, stared off into the sky. 

“This is my last run, Pete. You’ll have to hunt up 
a new fly-boy. Tm going home—tomorrow.” 

I had raised no argument Blood is thicka: than 
water. The blood of twins is thickest of all. 

But he never got his chance to go home. 

'The native hustlers who had loaded that three- 
thousand-pound forty-two-KVA generator had not 
done a very good job of lashing it down. It had tom 
loose in the bumpy air, turning our DC-3 into an un¬ 
ruly airplane. Bill had managed to get it down to 
terra firma in one piece, ordy to have that generator 
push in part of the cabin on him. A bayonet-Hke sliv¬ 
er of steel had been his finish. 
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He had lived Just long enough to ^ove Lori’s 
letter into my hand. 

1 had picked up from there. 


"Turn here,” Lori said. "Second gear, please." 

The road climbed, leveled off, then climbed some 
more. When we finally topped the bald knob, we 
found ourselves looking down on acres of scrub 
timber, open pasturriand, and the creek cutting 
through the valley like a crooked ribbon. 

Lori spread her hand to encompass the entire 
scene. 

"All Hansford land, as of the moment” 

"Quite an empire.” 

"It’s no empire, Pete. It’s something that has been 
part of us for two centuries. My great-great-grand¬ 
father hacked off the first trees to build a sod-house. 
My grandfather put the first steel plow to the sofi. 
My father saw in it the potential for a profitable 
cattle operation—" 

We got out of the car. Lori took my hand in hers 
and we climbed to the very crest of the knoB. Stand¬ 
ing there, she slowly pivoted, her arm outstretched. 

“Look, Pete. Look at what they’ve done.” 

It was unbelievablel Three sides of the Hansford 
land were boarded by the ug^y spoil banks of a strip 
mine. The scene below had the appearance of a 
battiefront, a no man’s land of uprooted earth: bar¬ 
ren, treeless, desolate. It was as if giant shells had 
rained upon the land, spewing up the bowels of the 
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earth. Some of the spoO banks towered upward like 
small mountains. 

Off to the south I heard the rumble of heavy ma¬ 
chinery. A behemoth of a dragline was at work, 
skimming off the overburden above a shallow coal 
seam. With each descent of its mammoth bucket, tons 
of virgin soil were tom loose and then elevated to the 
top of a spoil bank. 

Down in the pit itself, another gigantic shovel 
loaded the exposed coal into the hoppers of waitii^ 
haulage trucks. Ihe trucks, one after the other, 
roared away toward the soitth. 

“The processing plant is back of that ridge, with a 
spur to the railroad,” Lori explained. 

The earth and air trembled imder the impact of 
high-intensity explosions. A dust doud rose from the 
pit 

“Sounds like a war, doesn't it?” Lori said, with a 
tight smile. “You know what happens to the cattle 
when those blasts go off? They panic.” 

She led me to the north rim of the crag. Looking 
down, I saw the Hansford homestead. The loft? spoil 
banks imprisoned the house on three sid^. The only 
exit was a narrow lane, leading out of the man-made 
chasm. 

“Once those spoil banks were farms,” Lori said, 
her face wistful with memory. “Farms like ours, 
growing crops. But one by one, the fanners got dis¬ 
gusted, sold out for peanuts—” 

It did not seem plausible. “What were they?” I 
asked. "Jdlyfish? No spines?” 
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Her smUe was slow, tolerant. “I wouldn’t say that, 
Pete, Have you ever lived near a strip mine? When 
those spoil banks edge closer, day by day, grow 
higher and more ominous, it gives a farmer a feeling 
of daustrophobia. Don’t laugh—Fm experiencing the 
same thing. And there is that constant blasting, too. 
Walls crack, and as 1 said, cattle, sheep, even the 
chickens, panic.” 

*‘So at last one sells out.” 

“That’s right" 

“But you didn’t sell, Lori. You held on.” 

“Yes. We held on. At first it was a challenge. My 
grandfather was as solid as a rock. As long as he was 
alive, he ordered them off the place, often at gun 
point” 

“But now he’s gone, and they’ve grown bolder—’’ 

She nodded slowly, “lhat is the understatement of 
the year, Pete.” 

Her face suddenly turned haggard. She ran a hmid 
through her tumbling tawny hair. She was a bewild* 
ered and frightened girt Her lips trembled. 

“Want to cry, Lori?” I asked. 

She shook her head and looked away. But suddenly 
die covered her face with her hands. *Tete, I can’t 
go on—^not another day—” 

The tears began to fall. Like a scared rabbit she 
tried to run away from me. I caught her, held her 
firmly In my arms. 

“Cry it out,” I said, as gently as I could. “That’s 
the best medicine in the world for you.” 

She was as tight as a coiled spring. If she had been 
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wound up any tighter, she would have exploded. 

She thrashed against my arms, trying to free her¬ 
self. I did not let go. Finally, she quieted down, dump¬ 
ing against me. I picked her up bodily and carried her 
back to the car. She was as limp as a rag in my arms. 
The sobs kept coming, 

I crawled into the front seat with her, stUl holding 
her dose. At last she was all cried out 

“Once I knew a boy,” I said, “who desperately 
grabbed himself a little comer of mother earth and 
held on like death, for be had something good. And 
then one morning he awoke, realizing he wasn’t big 
enough to hold on. He didn’t have a single friend who 
could help. And he lost his comer when they put the 
bite on. He was so sick he wanted to die—” 

She was listenii^. It was a hopeful sign. 

“And then on his longest darkest day, this new 
friend came Into his life, to share his troubles. And 
between them, they worked back up the ladder— 
from nothing.” 

“Was that boy you, Pete?” 

“It was me.” 

“And the friend was BUL” 

“You are so right!” I squeezed her shoulder. “Now 
let’s reverse the proceduio. Surely it isn’t as bad as it 
looks—” 

“It’s that bad,” she said. “I thank you for coming 
here, but Pm afraid that nothing can change mat¬ 
ters.” Her eyes were on mine. She leaned forward 
and kissed me. It was a very womanly kiss. I tasted 
the salt of her teeirs on her lips. 
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I felt the w a rm pressure of her body. I returned 
the Mss. Neither of us had any desire to pull away. 
Som^ow it did not matter that we had known each 
other for a short time. 

A crazy thought popped into my skull: she was 
a twin. I had been very close to the other twin, her 
brother. Did that have any bearing upon this WEum 
feeling I had toward her? I had walked into her life 
at a time wlien she really needed a friend. Hiat trig* 
gered another question. Bill had walked into my own 
life under similar circumstances. Coinddenoe? 1 
could not answer that one. 

The fact remained that Lori’s world had turned 
upside down. She was tight in nqr arms. To me it felt 
good. I hoped my own aims frit as good to her. Per¬ 
haps she had not felt a man’s anns for a long time. 
For that matter, I had not felt a woman’s arms—or 
lips—for a long time, either. 

A tingle started in both of us. Perhaps It had really 
begun back there in the swimming hole. Hie Mss 
became demanding. I pulled her in harder, feeling 
her tautness through the thin blouse. Her lips quiv¬ 
ered against my own. The voltage built higher. 

And then she pushed back, slowly, firmly, her 
smile wistful but determined. 

“No, Pete,” rile said. “This is crazy—” 

‘T suppose it is," I said. “Crazy but wonderfuL” 

I could have argued the matter out. And probably 
won. But I did not. 

She ran a finger over my lips, then snuggled in the 
crook of my arm. 
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"You’ve really been out on the desert, haven’t 
you?” she whispered in my ear. 

"I certainly have." 

“No native girls, Pete?" 

“There are native girls all right, but they don’t 
bathe very often—” 

She chuckled. She was feeling better. 

“And for your information, I haven’t been frater¬ 
nizing—^with strip miners," she assured me. 

“I know.. 

Her eyes came up, questioning. 

"How do you know, Pete?” 

“A man knows. A woman’s kiss tells a lot." 

“Was it that revealing, Pete?” 

I nodded. "You’re a starved woman, Lori." 

"I am,” she admitted. 

She kissed me again. The warm softness of her 
against me built the voltage up all over again. I 
nuzzled my face i^ainst her bosom. 

"It’s so wonderful,” she whisi>ered. 

Her hands touched my hair and then began to 
caress my face. I listened to the accelerated beat 
of her heart It all seemed so natural,., 

The stillness erupted into staccato sound, a chop¬ 
ping noise that tame out of nowhere and exploded 
into a crescendo of violence, A downdraft shook the 
car. I knew what it was, even before I saw the 
shadow. 

We pulled apart We were caught in the tail end of 
a hurricane. It sailed over us, skimming the crag by 
fifty feet 
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*‘You’d think 1 was btiilding a missile base," Lori 
said. “They fly that copter over us at least once 
daily." 

“Why? Why so low?" 

She shrugged. “Checking. That’s the only answer 
1 know. But what are they checking? It’s the same 
land, the same trees, the same creek—” 

“They could be taking pictures.” 

“But why—the same topography, day after day?” 

“A good question," I said. There had to be a 
reason for the daily whirlybird flight They wouldn’t 
send a copter over daily unless there was a purpose 
to it But what was the purpcee? 

I thou^t about that helicopter aH afternoon. Even 
during our dinner, I thought about it It was a mo* 
mentous dinner, at least for me. Melissa Hansford, 
Lori’s grandmother, was seventy-eight years young. 
That is the only way she could be described. Tail, 
gaunt, with weathered face, she still had the eyes of 
a girt This homestead was her own private little 
world. Come h^ or high water, she intended to keep 
it 

“Too bad Mose is gone,” she said, blue eyes burn¬ 
ing. “They knew better than come down that lane 
with their phony offers when Mose was here. They 
were afraid of his shotgun!” 

But Mose was gone now. True, he had left behind 
his shotgun. But would either Lori or her grand¬ 
mother have the nerve to puU the trigger—^if it 
should come to that? 

I lay on the clean sheets in a big, high-ceilinged 
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room. I could not go to sleep. I could not even relax. 
The very quietness seemed ominous. I could stiU feel 
the pressure of Lori’s warm, quivering body against 
mine, the urging of her salty lips. Bill Hansford’s 
twin sister—a part of him. 

Suddenly the silence was blasted by a rifle shot. 
Thereafter, three more shots followed in quick suc¬ 
cession. Glass tinkled. There was a moment of still¬ 
ness. Then another shot rang out. There was the 
sonorous sound of a beU. 

I slipped into my trousers and ru^ed out to the 
flagstone patio. 1 was careful to keep to the shadows. 
But there were no more shots. 1 heard a man laugh. 
The sound csone from back of the Hansford Ixun. The 
man, whoever he was, laughed again. The laughter 
had a sharply grating ring. It was like a guffaw, like 
a donkey braying. 

I felt a hand on my arm. It was Loii. She had 
come out of the door so softly that I had not even 
heard her. 

“Don’t be alarmed,” she said. “HiIs is part of the 
nightly harassment" 

I stared at her questlonlngly. She smiled at me. 
Her smile was both bitter and scared, 

“Anything to frighten two women,” she said. 
“Good psychology, don’t you think?” 

“The bums,” I muttered. “The no-good bums.” 

“They started, weeks ago, shooting out the glass in 
the hothouse. Now they’re using the ham’s belfry as 
a target. And the old dinner bell gets whacked as 
weU—” 
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It sounded so unbelievable. It even smacked of 
idiocy. But it was reality. 

*Trou should have written sooner,” I said. 

I put a consoling arm around her, brushed her 
cheeks with my lips. Suddenly, I became aware that 
all she had on was a negligee. A very thin negligee. 
The moment proved too mudi for me. 1 swept her 
toward me and kissed her hard. She responded, her 
lips warm, moist, clinging. The total effect was mad¬ 
dening more than anything else. This was neither 
the time nor the place. I knew it and she knew it 

We both pulled back at the same moment 
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The man in the bar laughed. His laughter rang 
out like the bray of a donkey. 

I sat alone in a booth, nursing my beer. I could not 
see the man’s face in detail owing to the dim light in 
the place. He was big and rawboned, almost a head 
higher than his drinking buddies. He did not know 
who I was. But I knew who he was. That was the way 
I wanted it. 

I had dropped into the bar for scouting purposes. 
It was located near the coal-processing plant Its 
patrons, I presumed, would be the men who worked 
in the strip mine. 

It was a long way from the Beirut milk run. 

Possibly it was part of my “Have B^ts, Will 
Travel” philosophy of life. But there was something 
else, too. 

Bill and Lori Hansford. 

Bill Hansford had been closer to me than a brother, 
BUI was gone, but Lori was very much alive. 
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I was not a man looking for trouble. Neither was 
I an adventurer In search of a war. 

But Lori Hansford had had a war thrust upon her 
feminine shoulders, without any provocation on her 
part. 

I was just old-fashioned enough to call it my war, 
as weU. 

I never had been able to pay back my debts to her 
twin brother. Perhaps, I could pay them back to 
Lori. Somehow Bill would know. 

There was another factor, too. That was Lori, her¬ 
self. Kissing her had been like tasting a rare vintage 
wine. The bottle was corked tightly for the present 
Unavailable. A sip of that wine was not enough for 
me. I wanted the entire bottle. 

I fingered my glass of beer. The man at the bar let 
out another raucous guffaw. I winced at the sound 
of it It had a brutish, irritating ring. 

“HeUo,” said a voice. 

I looked up. A girl stared down at me. She was a 
brunette, with an oval face, a small, straight nose 
and a wide mouth. Her smile showed white, even 
teeth. My first thought was that she was a come-on 
for the customers. She wore a white slipover sweater 
and a tight skirt Cone-shaped mounds swelled un¬ 
der the sweater. Her architecture, both upper and 
lower, was first-rate stuff. 

“Hi,” I said. 

She stared at my chest In fact she seemed fasci¬ 
nated by my chest 

“You're wearing a white shirt" she said. 
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“That's right,” I said. 

“And a necktie, too.” 

“Anything wrong with that?” 

“You don’t often see them around here.” 

I smiled at her, 

“Should I run home and change?” I asked. 

“No, don’t,” she said quickly. *Tt looks nice. Real 
nice. I bet you come from New York or some place 
like that, huh?” 

“I come from Beirut” 

“Where’s that?” 

“In a country csdled Lebanon. Elver hear of It?” 

“No,” She smiled a little shamefacedly. *Tm pretty 
ignorant” 

“Most people haven’t heard about it so don’t feel 
bad about it Care to join me?” 

“I wouldn’t mind,” she said. She sat down. Her 
eyes searched my face. “No coal dust on you at all. 
You really look good." 

“You look good, too,” I said. And I meant it 

“This country you were telling me about—^what 
were you doing out there?” 

"I was working there.” 

“Where’s this coimtry at?" 

‘Tt’s in the Middle East Near Egypt and Israel. 
You’ve he^l^d of them, haven’t you?” 

She nodded. “They’re pretty far away, ain’t they?” 

“They certainly are.” 

“What are you doing here?” 

My eyes dwelled on her breasts, I grinned. *T came 
here to find you.” 
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She looked down at her breasts, then at me. 
“You’re fresh,” she said with a smile. 

"Very. What’s your name?” 

*‘Kay. Kay Narvek.” It sounded like a good name 
out of the American melting pot. “What’s yours?” 

"Pete Donner.” 

**You a new man at Kaneland?” 

"No. Fm just looking for a job. What will you have 
to drink, Kay?” 

"A beer. Only make mine a bottle. George never 
washed a glass in his life.” 

She straightened up In the chair. Itie sweater 
bulged. 

“Watch that nice white sweater, Kay.” I clucked 
my tongue admiringly. 

She riiook a finger at me. “What’s that?” she 
asked. "A new kind of wolf whistle?” 

“It’s the mating call of the drool bird.” 

“If you’re drooling over me, I wonder what would 
happen if you met my sister, Rose. She’s really some¬ 
thing.” 

“You’re good enough for me,” I said, 

“That’s because you haven’t seen Rose. Men see 
Rose and they go up in smoke,” 

“One day you’ll introduce me to your sister. But 
now, you’ll do very nicely. What are you doing to¬ 
night, Kay?” 

“Nothing. Why?” 

*Tm angling for a date.” 

“You don't have to angle,” she said, “You’ve got 
it” 
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I smiled at her. 1 thought her straightforwardness 
was adorable. 

“You’re a bit of all rl^t, Kay—as the English 
say." 

Her eyes went to my chest. 'It’s not often I get a 
chance to go out with a man who’s wearing a clean 
white shirt And a necktie, to boot” 

We keep looking at each other’s ch^ I thought 
Fve got something she likes, and she’s got something 
I like. 

“What do you say we clear out of here, Kay. This 
place is not very conducive to a budding romance.” 

Her eyes swept the bar. "It’s a pigsty,” she said. 

‘T have a car outside. Come on. WeH drive some¬ 
place else.” 

“Okay by me,” she said. 

We stood up. That horrible laugh brayed out again, 
I jerked my head toward the bar. “Who’s the guy 
with the horselaugh?” I asked Kay. 

“That’s Mike JubalskL” 

“Do you know him ?” 

“No," she said. “I don’t want to know hhn.” 

“You sound as IE you don’t like him,” 

‘T don’t.” 

"What have you got against him?” 

“He’s a goon. He’s a goon for Kaneland,” 

“He’s a bad boy, eh?” 

“A real bad boy. Stay dear of him.” 

As we passed out to the street, I said, “Why do 
you hang around a dump like that bar, Kay?” 

“Where else?" she replied 

She gestured toward the town. It was not really a 
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town. It was not even a street Just a duster of hous¬ 
es, a tavern, and a store near the processing plant 
The houses were typical of a coal town—square four- 
room boxes, alike as peas in a pod, all of them in run¬ 
down condition, all dulled and ugly with coal dust 
Each had a TV aerial poking above the roof—and 
an outhouse in the back yard. There was no grass, 
anywhere. The little settlement had the grim harsh¬ 
ness of a city slum. 

I opened the door of my car, Kay dimbed hi. 
I adjusted the safety bdt to fit snugly over her 
flat abdomen. Judging by the surprised look on 
her face, she obviously was not used to this sort 
of courtesy. 1 slid behind the wheel, snapped my 
own bdt in place. 

Kay patted the red leather. "Gee, nice,’* she said. 
"Nice...” 

“The buckets and the belts aren’t too good for 
romance,” I whispered. “But look at that georgeous 
back seat—” 

“That’s the trouble seat,” she said with a diudde. 
“You know what I mean?” 

“I think I do,” I sdd. “Where to, Kay?” 

“Wherever you say.” 

I shrugged, 'Tm a stranger. What’s the nearest 
town?” 

"Byersburg,” she said. ‘T know a place there 
where we could get some real good spaghetti and 
Italian wine.” 

“Byersburg it is!” 

“We’ll take the short cut,” she said. “To the left” 
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I followed her directions. Z swung onto a coal 
service road. I raised questioning eyes at Kay. 

She nodded. “We’ll go down through the pit. 
They’re not working tonight” 

“Any good parking places?" 

She leaned close. “The spaghetti, remember? You 
promised." 

“So I did." 

The immensity of this coal operation became ap¬ 
parent as we drove along the pit through the wind¬ 
ing service roads. To me, the place was a hopeless 
maze. But Kay knew every crook and turn of the 
way. 

We passed the dragline, the loading ^ovd, the 
blast drills, all silent now. They loomed up as ghostly 
behemoths in the starry night 

An aura of desolation hung over the entire scene; 
the hand of greedy man had turned the earth topsy¬ 
turvy with little thought of the morrow. 

"Ugh!" Kay said. “This place gives you the creeps, 
doesn’t it?” 

'Tt isn’t exactly a rose garden,” I agreed. 

“A year ago this all was level farm land.” She 
gestured. "My old man’s farm was right in here 
some place—” 

“What happened?” 

“My pop just got tired of watching that big 
shovel coming closer day by day, and the blast drills 
dicing down, and hearing the explo^ons. So he 
sold out to ’em." 

“Did they pay what the farm was worth?" 
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“Are you kidding? Kaneland never pays what a 
thing is worth.” Suddenly her laugh was bitter. 
“They never pay what a person is worth, either.” 

“What is it—a scab mine?” 

“THiat’s one name for it. I work in the company 
cafe. You know what the wage is, Pete? Eighty 
cents an hour—” 

“What about the minimum-wage law? Isn’t—” 

She laughed, “Do you know how they get around 
that? They feed us—three meals daily. A buck for 
breakfast, a buck-twenty for lunch, a buck-fifty for 
dinner. That comes off the top—” 

“Are you compelled to eat there?” 

*Tf you don’t, you have no job.” 

We were climbing out of the pit now, to the 
highway. Buried in the bucket seat Kay made a 
rather wistful figure. My first impression of her was 
changing fast. She was no pro, working the tavern 
crowd; she was merely a kid out for a few kicks, 
hemmed in by this sprawling mine. 

“You couid leave—get a better job in the city,” I 
suggested. 

“Me? The first thing they’d ask would be: did 
you complete high school?” 

“Didn’t you?” 

“With seven kids in the family? I had to help 
feed ’em.” 

The girl was right. There could be no disputing 
that fact. She had three strikes on her even before 
she went to bat 

I wondered whether Kay might not be able to 
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supply me with needed Informatioo. Probably ^ 
was on to all the local g(sslp. 

“Who are the bfe wheels at Kandand?” 

“There's one, actually. The big wheel herself.” 

“Herself?” 

“Alice Kane. Didn’t you know a skirt pressed the 
buttons here?” 

“I just got in, remember?” 

We were nearing Byersburg now. It was quite 
a little metropolis, if the blaze of neon lights was 
due to its size. 

“This Kane woman,” I questioned, “Is she some 
old bag who took over everything after her husband 
died?” 

“She’s no lag,” said. “First, she isn’t old 
at an. Second, she isn’t married—unless she’s got 
a husband hidden away somewhere.” 

“No-man dame, hey?” I pried. 

“Are you kidding? She’s got plenty of men friends. 
Just no husband.” 

We were off the highway now, and I slowed the 
car. 

“This spaghetti house—brief me.” 

“Right ahead, on the main drag.” I felt her eyes 
on me. “Hey, Pete, you interested In that high-dass 
dame?” 

Her frank question caught me off guard, My 
laugh was a bit nervous. 

“Is she reaUy so high-class?” 

“That’s what I’ve heard.” 

I squeezed her arm. “Why should I be interested 
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when Fve got this little bundle of loveliness sitting 
right next to me?” 

The spaghetti house poked up its neon sign across 
the street I swut^ Into the parking lot, and man¬ 
aged to squeeze in between an ancient hack and a 
Caddy. 

“Do you like me, Pete?” 

"You look awfully good to me.” 

Her hand was on my arm. “I like you, too. I 
really do. But I dcai’t want you thinking I'm some 
kind of a pushover. Tm not” 

“Who said you were?” 

“I Just want it understood between us, that’s alL” 

I readied across, got my arm about her Moulders 
and kissed her. “You’re a good Md, Kay.” 

She reacted indifferently, to that first kiss. But 
she came back for an encore, and this time her lips 
were warm and deman^ng. She puUed away 
abruptly. 

“If I fed like loving a man, nothing can stop me,” 
she said. “ni tdl you something else. I need money 
badly, but don’t try to buy me.” 

I looked at her approvingly. She had a code of 
morality—of sorts. 

We went inside, found a table in an alcove. Even 
though it was late the place was still crowded. Hie 
food had to be pretty good, I figured. 

I ordered spaghetti, and a bottle of chianti. We 
sat back to wait. Her knee was against mine under 
the table. It felt fine. She clasped one of my hands 
in her own, her eyes searching mine. 
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“Pete, you’re so different from the guys around 
here.. •“ 

“How am I different?” 

She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know how 
to explain it—^you’re just different. Maybe your 
voice is softer. Maybe it’s the way you look at a 
girl—” 

“Maybe it’s just that I need a haircut," I Joshed 
her. “In Beirut, we never trusted a crew cut —** 

“Why not?” 

“The desert sun was so hot it baked your brains. 
A mop of hair was at least some protection.” 

I told her a bit about the Beirut milk run—how 
we had flown the D05 across the God-forsaken 
desert to service the oil lines. I never mentioned 
Bill Hansford or let on to the real reason for my 
presence in the area. 

“Oh, it an sounds so romantic!” she ssdd, her eyes 
glowing. “What about the women there?” 

“Exactly like women aU over the world—if you 
don't mind a little body odor from their long 
stretches between baths—” 

“Did you ever meet a girl you liked?” 

“No one rd write home about" 

The spaghetti was served, the sauce hot and 
succulent It went nicely with the wine. We dug in, 
I had not eaten lunch and so I was ravenous. Kay 
seemed equafly hungry. 

Our respective plates were cleaned in a matter of 
minutes. Kay leaned forward, her eyes frank and 
sharp. 


33 



A BUNCH OF WOMEN 

*Tete, are you a cop?” 

I laughed 

“Whatever makes you think that?” 

She shrugged. “Just a thought lliere have been 
several strange men hanging around the mine, 
lately. I hear it’s got Alice Kane worried—” 

nils was interesting news. I played my hand 
with impassive coolness, hoping that she might 
provide me with futher Information. 

But she did not Finally we headed back toward 
my car. As we climbed in, she said; “Are these 
seat belts really worth anything?" 

“I would think so—we had to make a panic 
stop, or if we ran Into anything, the things prob* 
ably would save us some broken bones.” 

We backtracked out of town over the same road, 
dipping down once again into the mine workings. 
Suddenly Kay reached over and turned off the key. 
She unfastened the safety belt and then wordlessly 
climbed back into the rear seat. 

I turned toward her. There was a tight little 
smile on her face. 

“Isn’t this what you wanted, Pete?” 

“Lady—^you take my breath away.” 

“Come on back here,” she said. “Or are you 
afraid of me?” 

For a second, I wondered. 

She leaned forward, wrapped her arms about 
my neck, kissed me. “You’re slow on the uptake, 
Pete.” 

“m try to catch up,'* I replied. 
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I turned off the lights and crawled over to her 
side. I could not help chuckling. 

“What’s so fiinny?” she asked. 

“This is the first time I’ve ever parked in a coal 
mine —’* 

“How does it compare with your Persian ctesert?" 
she quipped. 

“No comparison,” I said, stroking her shoulders. 
X mashed my lips against hers. Her arms tightened 
around my neck. “No comparison—at—all—” 

We got down to serious petting. She was warm 
and sensuaL Ihe fact that we had known each other 
for only a few hours did not seem to make any 
difference to her. Sie ffld not seem promiscuous, 
however, for at times, as if by reflex, she actually 
fought my hands. Her curiously contradictory diar- 
acter made the game very interesting. 

It was quiet here down in the broad sweep of the 
coal pit Ihe moon was shining but the blackness 
of the pit itself minimized the pale sheen. Still, as 
Kay lay in my arms, there was enough of the wan 
light for me to make out the alluringly wistful ex¬ 
pression on her face. Perhaps that expression would 
disappear in the strong light of day. But it was there 
now and it was not hard to imagine that she was the 
most enticing girl in creation. 

“Pete, you've been in the war?” die asked sud¬ 
denly. 

“Yes.” 

“A man meets a lot of women in a war, doesn’t 
he?” 
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“Not the war I was in. Unless you care to count 
those half-starved Korean girls.” 

“Did you see action, Pete?” 

“I certainly did.” 

I could not quite understand the drift of her 
questions. Was she trying to build me into hero 
stature or what? 

She pressed tight against me and we kissed for 
a long, suspended moment, fast building up to the 
point of no retum. Kay abruptly pulled batdE. 

“What about those Persian diicks, Pete?” 

*'Honey, as far as Fm concerned, as of right 
now there simply were no Pemian girls.” 

The pattern of her questioning began to take 
shape. I had be^ in a war. I had worked in a 
foreign land. She was wondering how she measured 
up to the women of those foreign lands. 

She was measuring up very well indeed. So far, 
I was musing about what was to come next, when 
I felt her tense in my arms. 

Somewhere, shale had rattled. 

The soxmd turned off the magic button. We sat 
up stiflay. Kay’s breath was coming fast and her 
hands clutched mine. Fear contorted her face. 

There was a flashing of lii^ts. But they did not 
approach us. We relaxed a little. We could make out 
two men, each carrying a flashlight, advancing to¬ 
ward a portable shed that had the word EXPLO¬ 
SIVES painted in big white letters across its side. 

The pair loitered a few minutes in front of the 
shed door, 'Hien they unlocked the door, opened it 
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They disappeared into the shed. SevOTal minutes 
later, they emerged, each carrying an object that 
looked like an ordinary pillow. At least it was about 
the same size and shape. They locked the door and 
v anlsh pfi into the darkness. Obviously they had not 
spotted our parked car. 

Kay lay against me, her body warm, her eyes 
cold. 

“Take me home, will you, Pete?" 

“Are you a&aid, honey?” 

"Yes.” 

"Why?” 

“What were they doing In the explosives shack?” 

“Something is probably going to go boom,” I 
said. 

“Take me home, Pete,” die repeated. 

“All right” 

I drove her home. She was silait ah the we^. 
So was L 

But Kay’s good-night kiss was warm. “It was 
a wonderful date, Pete—” 

“Will I see you again?” 

“If you want to—” 

“Are you kidding? Of course I do.” 

She fingered my shirt “I love tiiat vdiite shirt,” 
she said. 

“What about the man who’s wearing It? Do you 
love him, too?” 

Hey, you’re a little bit fast But I do think you’re 
nice.” 

“You’re not a good judge of character, Kay.” 
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**Y(ni mean you aren’t nice?” 

”In spades. If I call you up for another date, 
take my advice and run.” 

She smiled. “You had your chance tonight,” she 
said. “You didn’t take advantage of it” 

“A momentary weakness.” I grfnned. “It won’t 
happen again.” 

“It really doesn’t matter what kind of a man you 
are—^not so long as you’re wearing a white shirt” 
And with that she blew me a kiss and dis¬ 
appeared into the house. 
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On the flat tableland beyond the creek, something 
moved. To the naked eye, It could have been a dog or 
any other small animal. 

“Let me have the binoculars, Lori,*’ I said. 

I swung the glasses to my eyes. The moving spot 
on the horizon evolved into the figure of a man. 

“What is it, Pete?" Lori asked. 

“Oh, some bum taking a short cut —” 

Lori took the binoculars, focused. “He’s doing 
more than cutting short. He’s making entries in a 
notebook. I can plainly see that” 

‘TU walk down and check.’’ 

“Better take the shotgun.” 

I grinned at her anxious face. “Honey, we’ve 
killed off all of the Indians... 

“Pete, if the man is working for Kaneland, he’ll be 
a trouble-maker.” 

“Even so, he is just one man.” 

“He might be armed. Then what would you do?” 
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"He Isn’t I wouldn’t be at all suiprised if he’s 
counting grasshoppers for some survey, or hunting 
for Johnson grass, or some silly thing like that” 

*Tm going with you,” she said. 

"Gladly. But no shotgun.” 

She shrugged. 

We cut through the bam lot crossed the creek 
near the swimming hole and started across the 
tableland. 

He turned out to be a young fellow, strictly a 
college type, bareheaded, tanned by the sun, with 
a bristling crew cut Before we got to him, I saw 
the tripod with its tiansit and I knew what he was 
doing. A second man, far to the right held what 
looked like a leveling rod. 

The young fellow raised his eyes from the transit’s 
telescope. He mopped an arm over his perspiring 
brow. 

"Hi, there,” he said. 

He had an infectious smile. He was about twenty- 
four, with a good pair of shoulders and the slim, 
muscled hips of an afhlriiy>. 

“Hi, yourself,” I said.'*l9ecto$ like you’re a busy 
man.” ' 

He nodded. “You tbe<M^of -ihls swamp?” 

"I wouldn’t exactly call it a swamp,” I said. I 
pointed to Lori. “She’s the owner.” 

He dug Into his hip pocket produced an identi¬ 
fication card. 

“Corps of Army Engineers,” he exphiined, “U. S. 
Govermnwit.” 
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“What are you doing with the transit?” Lori 
asked unsmilingly. 

He shrugged. “I can’t tell you a thingi except 
that this is what is known to the press as a feasi¬ 
bility survey—” 

“Survey for what?" Lori asked. 

His grin was polite now rather than infectious. 
He shook his head. “Lady, I wish I could enlighten 
you. Tm merely a surveyor.” 

“Of course you know you’re trespassing?" 

He again shook his head. “The United States 
Army never trespasses." 

“I see what you mean,” Lori replied. 

“Would this feasibility survey be for Kaneland?” 
I queried. 

His eyes raised. “Who’s Kaneland?" 

“The strip mine," Lori said. 

His grin was easy again. “Lady, I don’t think 
that the Army Engineers would iwnic^ a survey for 
a privately owned strip mine." 

Lori’s face lost some of its tension. The young 
engineer jotted down something on a note pad, tore 
out the page and handed it to her, 

“Our district office might have the information 
you want,” he suggested. “Believe me, I don’t.” 

Lori broke down and returned his grin. “Have 
fun," she said. “And watch out for the poison ivy.” 

As we headed back to the house, Lori seemed 
relaxed, buoyant even. 

“What gives with you? You went out to clobber 
this guy and now you do a right-about-face.” 
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“He isn’t working for Kandand,” she said. "That 
was my only concern, Pete.” 

“You’re not worried about the other pc^bilities 
of this feasibility survey?” 

“Should I be?” 

‘Tm curious as hdlI said. She flicked a quick 
look at me, “After lunch, let’s drive Into the city 
and pay a visit to the district office.” 

We suddenly found ourselves at the swimmbig 
hole. I went over to the log and sat down, my back 
to the water. 

“What’s that for?” Lori asked. 

“Aren’t you going in for a quickie?” 

“I might” 

“Okay, I’ll play ostrich again.” 

“No peeping?” 

“Just cme little squint, maybe.” 

She sat down on the !<% with me. Our hips 
touched. Her closeness was too much for my peace 
of mind. 'Ihis honey-haired girl with her tawny 
skin radiated high-pressure sex. Her body was like 
a charged wire. 1 wondered whether Lori herself 
was aware of the high voltage transmitted by her 
body. 

She leaned over, pecked at my lips. It was enough 
to ignite the pilot light on a man’s emotions. Then 
Lori did an amazing thing. She began to undo the 
buttons on her blouse, one by one. When she was 
finished, she turned to me, her eyes searching mine, 
a tight little grin on her face. Suddenly, her Angers 
pulled open the blouse. 


42 



A BUNCH OF WOMEN 


Underneath the blouse was a bathing suit. 

She laughed. ‘*1 had you going for a minute, 
didn't I?” 

I pulled her toward me, kissed her hard. 

"You—^you tease," I spluttered. "You miserable 
tease!” 

•StiH laughing, she broke loose from me. Pulling 
off her slacks, she ran for the pool, dived in. Ibe 
dive was as clean as that of an OJ^pic diampion. 

I watched as she swam up and down the creek. 
Even in a bathing suit, she raised a man’s blood 
pressure. 

After lunch, Lori drove alone into the dty. At 
her request, I st^ed behind with Grandn^ Hans¬ 
ford. 

Lori was gone all afternoon. 

1 had dinner alone with Grandma. She was an 
interesting woman, a tough woman. Tougher than 
Lori. The sort of woman you meet very rarely 
nowadays. 

Lori had Intimated that she would be back very 
late. For Dhe tMng, it was a seventy-mile trip to 
the clt;|K.'i'i: oikdd not blame her if she decided to do 
a bit <or even take in a movie, before 

returning: famiafi. 

Killing time, I wandered throi^h the bam lot I 
suddenly struck out along the eastern boimdary 
fence. The goons must have been in this area when 
they had shot out the glass in the cupola and had 
rung the dinner bell with their bullets. From any 
other vantage point the feat was impossible. 
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There was plenty of cover here. A thick duster 
d cypress trees gave perfect protection to any tres¬ 
passer. 

1 hunkered down In the shadows against a tree 
trunk, made mysdf comfortable. There was the 
possibility that the Kaneland goons might return 
for more devilment tonight 

It was very quiet in the cypress grove, almost as 
quiet as on the desert An owl hooted plaintively. A 
second owl, obviously near my position, answered 
the first The second gjoom-spreader seemed to be 
ri^t in my own cypress grove. 

The hooting of the second ovd provided me with 
important infonnation. The goons were nowhere in 
the vicinity at the m<Hnent I had been in the grove 
for more than an hour, motionless against the tree. 
The owl had not detected me. But had there been 
anyone up toward the homestead, the wise old bird’s 
brilliant night-time eyes would have detected the 
movement, and there would have been no hooting. 

X got tQ) and headed back toward the house. As I 
came out of the grove, I saw a flare of lights In 
front ctf the Hansford domicile. Lori had evidently 
returned. 

She was wedting for me as 1 came up through 
the orchard. 

“Hi, honey!” I said in greeting. “Have a good 
trip?” 

“Fine, Pete.” She took my hand, propelled me 
toward the bam. ‘TTl tell you about the trip later. 
Right now, something’s wrcsig in here—” 


44 


A BUNCH OF WOMEN 


“like what?” I asked. 

'*There are s(»ne new kittens in the bam,” she 
explained. went to get some milk for them and 
—and—** 

“Wen, go on," I said. 

I went inside the bam with the milk, and suddenly 
1 heard the sound of a clock ticking.” I looked at 
her puzzled. 

“Pete, there has never been any kind of dock in 
the bam,” Lori said. 

I sprang into action. Acting on sheer instinct, I 
grabbed Lori’s arm. “Let’s get the heU out of 
here,” I said. 1 pulled her after me. “Run!” 1 shouted. 
“Run!” 

As we ran off, she cried: “Pete, vdiat’s it aU 
about?” 

“Shut up and run!” I yelled. 

We made it back to the house. I turned around 
to look at the bam, 1 suddenly felt sUly. I had let 
my Imagination get the best of me. No doubt about 
it 

I turned to Lori, with a silly grin of ei^ilanation— 

Ihe words never got off my tongue. 

A shattering explosion tore asunder the x>cace< 
fulness of the night The shock wave of the blast 
threw both Lori and me against the patio wall. In 
front of my eyes, the bam seemingly rose in the 
air, swelling and bulging to enormous proportions. 
The loof of the bam flew off into space. There was 
a crashing of timbers, the strain and whine of falling 
walls. When the dust doud had settled, all that 
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remained of the centuiy-old building was a massi>f 
splintered wood. 

Lori was taut in my arms. She was trembling. 

“Oh, Pete!” 

“That ticking was a time bomb,” I said. 

Holding her there, ti^t in nq^ arms, the anger 
came in me. Anger and fear. These men were 
killers! 

Grandma was now at our side. Her wrathful eyes 
swept the scene of debris. She muttered something 
in a foreign tongue, Pohdi, probably. 

Tbe night was stabbed by the flashing lights of 
incomii^ cars. Neighbors of the Hansfords, drawn 
by the explosion, were racing to the scene from all 
directions. 

I gently pi^ed aside Lori's arms. 

‘Til be back,” I ttfld her. 

“Where are you going?” 

“To see a man about an explosion,” I s^d. 

Her arms fought to hold me. ‘Tete, Tm afraid—” 

I kissed her cold lips. “Don’t be,” I said. 

‘Tlease be carrfuL" 

“111 be careful, aU right These boys aren’t kidding 
around. They’re playing for keeps.” 


Standing on the stoop, 1 rapped on the door of 
Kay Narvek’s unpainted abode. The street was de¬ 
serted. The row of houses was dark. The only lights 
to be seen were in the coal-processing plant—and 
in the tavern farther down the street 
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I knocked again. It was past midnight. I hated 
to wake Kay up but the matter was highly urgent. 
I heard the sound of padding footsteps. The door 
indied open. 1 saw a shadowy girlish form. 

“Kay,” Z said, “this is Pete Donner. I hate to 
rouse you at this hour, but—” 

Hie door opened wider. It wasn’t Kay. 

‘Tm Kay’s sister, Rose —** 

“Oh, Tm sorry!” 

“Kay is working the night shift Is something 
wrong?” 

The robe she wore showed some very interesting 
cleavage. She had the same thick black hair as Kay, 
the same wide, friendly mouth. She and Kay were 
as alike as two peas in a pod. 

“This is something personal,” I said, “between 
Kay and me —** 

She came outside, her eyes on my face. “Kay 
told me about her date with you, Pete.” 

I waited. 

“If you’re in trouble—” 

“No, Pm not in trouble— yet,’* I told her. “Do 
you know a big, hefty guy by the name of Mike 
Jubalski?” 

“Maybe.” 

“Where would I find him, at this hour?” 

“Where you will always find him—in the tavern. 
He never goes home until it closes.” 

“Thanks!” I turned to go. 

Her hand was on my arm. “Has he caused you any 
trouble?” 
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*Tm not sure but 1 have reason to think so." 

Her hand grasped mine. She pulled me through the 
door Into the house. She turned on a lamp. We were 
in the living rocon, a bare, shabby, boxUke affair, 
with a worn couch and wooden diairs. A small-sere^ 
TV sat on a table, ^e turned the left side of her face 
to me. Her finger pointed to a scar on her dieek. It 
was small but very livid. 

“Jubalskl did that to me one night when he was 
drunk," die said. 'Tie struck me...He wears a 
very big ring." 

1 toudied the scar. 

"Why did he do it?" 

“Because Fm not a whore!" she said. “JubalsM 
fiiinks any girl who lives in a mine shack is a whore!” 

I in turn told her about the explosion at the Hans¬ 
ford place. Although I made no mention of JubalsM, 
she caught the implication at once. 

"Would you like to talk to JubalsM alone, away 
from his friends?” she asked. 

“Yes. I’d like that very much.” 

"Let me get dressed,” 

She headed toward another room. As she walked 
off, the robe slid away from her shoulders. I caught 
a fleeting glimpse of bare flesh. I suddenly remem¬ 
bered Kay’s admiring comments about her oltter sis¬ 
ter’s vast attraction for men. 

But sex, as of this moment, was of secondary im¬ 
portance. The man with the horselaugh was my 
prime consideration. 

A thought suddenly poked at me. Do you realize. 
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I asked myself, that Jubedskl probably outweighs 
you by fifty pounds? 

Rose came out of the bedroom puBlng down a slip* 
over sweater. I swallowed hard. She had a bosom that 
defied description. Her breasts strained at the sweat* 
er as she w alk ed. Tense and preoccupied as I was, I 
still reacted to those maddening bulges. Tbis, my 
friend, was a woman! 

We went outside to my car. **How do we get him 
out of the tavern, Rose?” I asked. 

She shrugged. 

“Let’s first find out if he’s there. When we get to 
the tavern, you’ll go in and buy a pack of cigarettes. 
If he is there, you will hear from him—even if he’s 
in the back room." 

“The back room?" 

“They run a game back there. And there are beds, 
too." 

“Quite a place, eh?” I said. 

I drove to the tavern, double-parked, barged in¬ 
side. The place was crowded. The air was perhaps 
ninety-eight parts smoke, two parts oxygen, flavored 
with the odor of stale liquor and of equally stale 
bodies. I went over to the cigarette machine. As I 
pulled the plunger, I heard Jubalski’s donkey laugh. 
He was at the far end of the bar. 

I went back to the car. 

“He’s in there, all right.” 

“Good,” she said. “Now get back in the car." 

“What now?” I asked. 

She slid over to the driver’s side, straddling the 
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transndssion deck of the sports car. She displayed 
momentarily a cream*oolored portion of her thigh. 
I swallowed hard again. She was really something. 

“I will drive you out to the pit,” she said. “Then I 
will come back and get Jubalski.” 

"How will you do that?” 

Her smile was aiigmatic. “That’s my businei^.” 

I shrugged. ’This is an imported hack. Sure you 
can handle it?" 

“I can drive anything on wheels,” she said. "Even 
an eighty-ton Eudid, in the pit.” 

1 did not doubt her. She looked like a very capable 
girl in more ways than one. I handed her the pack of 
cigarettes. 

“Keep them for a memento.” I grinned. “Let’s gol” 

We took oflE. That is the only way to describe it 
She had a sure hand at the wheel. I sensed it immedi¬ 
ately and looked at her with new respect. Most wom¬ 
en do not possess mechanical ability. 

We were about a mile Inside the spoil banks when 
she pulled up. 

I got out, walked around to the driver’s side. 

Her hand was on my arm. “Stay in the deep 
shadow untii I stop the car. Then come up from the 
rear.” 

“What if Jubalski won’t come with you?” 

Her smile was enigmatic again. “He’ll come!” She 
snaked an arm around my neck, pulled my head down 
to hers, kissed me on the lips. It was a woman’s kiss. 
"Watch out for his left,” she said, revving the motor. 
“And Pete—^put a hard one on his button, for me—” 
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Rather an amazing girl. 

I stood there in the intense blackness of the pit, 
watching the receding taillights of the car. There was 
no question in my mind that she would bring back 
JubalskL He had made the mistake of calling her a 
whore. She was grimly determined to make him pay 
for that insult If I had sized her up correctly, Rose 
Narvek might give herself to a man if she loved 
him. But ^e would never sell herself. 

Z waited. I felt as if I were in the bowels of the 
earth itself, a black, gouged-out void. 

Some day, I told myself, they would have to pass a 
law compelling men to level these spoO banks after 
taking out the coal, to put back the land in its original 
form. 

Time dragged on. The silence was so pronounced it 
was ominous. I listened for the sound of a car’s ex* 
haust I heard nothing except the silence. The silence 
in that pit had a dhillling life of its own. 

My thoughts swung back to Lori, to her close 
escape. The anger surged up in me again. That was 
the way I wanted it It was a sort of sdf-indoctrina¬ 
tion in hate before the onslaught of battle. 

I suddenly heard the sound of a car approaching. I 
swifUy plastered myself against a shale bank. Head¬ 
lights stabbed aroimd a curve. My sports car zoomed 
to a stop, its motor sputtering. 

She had thought of everythingffloo^ng the motor 
at exactly the right moment 

I heard Jubalski’s loud voice. “Hey, you out of 
gas?” 
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“Something’s wrong—” Rose replied, 

“Don’t worry, honey. This spot Is good as any to 
park—’’ 

“You in a hurry, big boy? Ouchl Don’t be so 
rough—’’ 

‘T ain’t rough, baby, just anxious.” 

“Mike, you’re hurting me—” 

“Baby, you got lots to hurt” 

“Cut it out Mike!” 

1 came up behind the car, not making a sound 
JubalsM was working at her sweater. 1 sliced my 
hand across the back of his neds. Before he knew 
what had happened 1 had an arm around his neck, 
cutting off his wind 

I heaved, and he came out of the car, his long legs 
flopping. As he stumbled to gain his footing, I slugged 
him right in the kidney and then rocked a left hook 
off his ear. 

He stumbled backward but did not go down. He 
began to swing back, trying to locate me in tiie dark¬ 
ness. His arms seemed as long as a gorilla’s. 

I stepped in fast now, taunting him with short 
Jabs. 1 had enough light from the car’s headlights to 
pinpoint my shots. I made sure to keep my back to 
the headli^ts. To get at me, JubalsM had to face 
their glare, lhat blinded him. 

‘^^0 was with you when you wired the Hansford 
bam with explosive?” 1 snarled at him. 

He did not answer. I feinted with my right and 
then rocked another hard left off his ear. Ihe mo¬ 
mentum of the blow pulled me from my vantage 
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point JubaisM saw me. He came in fast, so fast I 
could not stop him. 

Big and heavy, he had fierce driving power. I 
ducked under his first punch, but he followed it up 
with a short vicious chop to the chin. 

My heed was spinning. I circled him. He came in 
on me again. I saw his tactics. His left was the hay* 
maker. He was clumsy with his right but that left 
was poison. 

I loaded up on the nmst one and beamed it at his 
n(^. He did not like it at alL 

“The next time,” I said, “that 1 find you or your 
buddy on the Hansford farm, m ventilate you with 
a shotgun!” 

“There won’t be a next time for you, bud!” he 
wheezed. 

He tried to damp a bear hug on me. He really was 
big. But at this particular moment his bigness was 
to my advantage. I bent down, grabbed his knees, 
jerked hitn off his feet. He went down hard on his 
back. He groaned. Our batUefidd was a coal mine, 
with eg^-sized shale and sharp granite. I pushed up 
on the bridge of his nose with the edge of my hand. 
He made pig noises. 

His long fingers searched for my throat I kneed 
him in the, groin. He screamed in pain. 

“Who’s your boss, Jubalski? Is it Alice Kane? If it 
is, tell her Pm coming to see her— 

He did riot answer. He was far too sick to answer. 
Crawling on his hands and knees, he was getting 
ready to puke up a bellyful of beer. 


53 



A BUNCH OF WOMEN 


I slammed him one on his already sore nose. That 
made him sicker stilL 

We left him there, retching. 

I ^d bdiind the wheel of my car. It suddenly 
dawned upon me that I had acted much too Impul¬ 
sively. I was not sorry for the beating I had given 
Jubalski; I was not afraid for myself—but I was con¬ 
cerned for Rose Narvek. 

She had fingered the goon—^for me. 

I had fingered her—for Jubalski. 

I pulled in front of Rose’s shack. She seemed 
to sense my troubled thoi^ts. 

*Tete, you are not sorry for that slob?" 

"No.” 

"Look vtdiat that pig did to mel” she exclaimed, 
pointing to her ripped sweater. "I hope he pukes all 
night!” 

‘Tm thinking of you," I said, “You put the finger 
on him.” 

She shrugged. “And I am glad!" 

I reached over, grabbed her shoulders. “Rose, it 
might kick back—and hard!” 

1 bit my Ups. Rose’s eyes were on mine, lliere was 
a curious softness In her e}q)ression. *Tete, are you 
afraid for me?” 

“Yes. I am very much afraid for you.” 

“Thank you," she said. 

Her arms snaked out, pulling me into an embrace. 
Her Ups were like fire. 

I swung back. “Rose, you can’t stay here—not until 
this mess is cleaned up.” 
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She dhuckled. “All right I will go home with you, 
Pete.” 

“You can’t do that Vm staying at the home of a 
friend." An idea suddenly struck me. “Let me take 
you into Byersbui^.” 

“What about my Job?" 

“That’s a good question. Got any vacation com¬ 
ing?” 

She nodded. “Two weeks—” 

“Can you get them now?” 

‘T think so." 

“Wonderful! Where do you work, anyway?" 

*T drive one of the big trucks in the pit” 

“You—what?" 

‘Tion’t look so alarmed,” she said. "I’ve been doing 
It for two years." 

“AB right” I said. “As of this moment you are on 
vacation.” 

“Pete, I like you more and more.. 

“Dream up some kind of an alibi,” 1 said. “How 
can we get the news to the plant?” 

“Mother will take care of that” 

“Get packed now,” I urged. 


She had gone out on a limb for me. It was my duty 
to reciprocate. Byersburg was a town of about twenty 
thousand; she would be comparativdy safe there 
until the storm blew over. 

Rose talked to her mother in another room. They 
spoke in a foreign tongue. 
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Rose came back Into the living room. She carried 
a cheap bag, 

“Let’s go,” she said. 

Li Byersburg, we pulled up at a motel that had a 
vacancy idgn. I went into the office, and signed the 
register as Pete Burton and wife, Beirut. The man¬ 
ager did a double-take at the word, Beirut, but he 
voiced no question. 

Rose’s room was nice enoi^h. It had a TV and a 
radio. The motel itself was only a few blocks from the 
downtown area of the town. 

“Remember, you’re Mrs. Pete Burton,” I reminded 
Rose. 

Her eyes teased me. ‘Tt sounds exciting.” 

I turned to go. She clasped her arms ti^t about 
my neck. Her breasts dug into my chest 

“Pete, you will come back soon?” 

“Tomorrow—or the next day, for sure.” 

She kissed me. Her Mas had a heavier jolt than 
Jubaski’s left hook. It would have been so easy at 
that mom^t to lock the door and make like a hus¬ 
band. Rose was a stupendously attractive girl. More¬ 
over, she had her own earthy viewpoint on love and 
morals. 

But Lori was waiting for me back at the farm, 
wondering, no doubt what had happened, whether 
I was still on my feet 

I puhed away from Rose. As I himed to go, I gave 
her several bills. 

“Tomorrow,” I said. 

“Okay—and thanks, Pete,. 
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“You owe me no thanks. You owe me a punch In 
the jaw.” Again I turned to ga “You know, Rose, you 
and Kay have a charm all your own. What is your 
nationality?” 

She diudded. “Papa was Armenian, Mama is 
Polish. Her mother was Rumanian. What does that 
make me?” 

“It makes you one hell of a wonderful woman.” 


57 






4 


T 

X HE trailer sat in a grove of tall pin oaks. Its back 
yard was a horseshoe-^aped lake that looked as if 
its shinunering depths might be a good spot for bass, 
some early morning. The mobile home itself was 
spacious, possibly a three-bedroom affair. It sat on a 
concrete apron, with an attached patio and carport 
A cluster of lounging chairs surrounded a barbecue 
grin. Beyond the grill was a really gorgeous rose 
garden. 

Tile rose garden Impressed me. A woman who 
loves flowers cannot be all grit and steeL 

Just what kind of woman was Alice Kane? 

She came up from the lake. At least I presumed 
it was she. A bath towd was flung over her shoulders 
and a wet bathing suit clung tightly to her tawny 
form, nie westering sun highlighted her crimson 
hair. Tlie hair did not look like a dye job. 

Hie rest of her was all in the plus category. She 
was tall, with the long, supple legs of a professional 
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dancer. Her bosom was a solidly constructed job. Her 
face was somewhat narrow, slightly hollow-cheeked, 
with a generous mouth and decisive chin. She con¬ 
veyed an air maturity that one does not acquire 
until the early thirties. 

“Why, hdlo!” she greeted me. “You’re very puno- 
tual, arai’t you?” 

“I try to be,” I replied. “You’re Alice Kane, of 
course?” 

“Yes. And you’re Pete Donner?” 

I nodded. We ^ook hands. She bad long fingers. 
Her grip was firm. 

I had phoned earlier that day to make an appoint¬ 
ment with hm*. She had been quite gracious over the 
phone. Interestingly enough, she had warned me to 
act cautiomdy if she were not alone. Iliat had 
aroused my curiosity—^but good. 

Now here we were, face to face. She certainly did 
not have the look of a wanton, local gossip to the 
contrary. Nor did she seem to be the sort of person 
who would give orders to two goons to harass two 
innocent women. 

She looked like something out of an executive of¬ 
fice—a secretary, perhaps. Or a fashion model. 

She fixed me with a direct stare. Her eyes were 
gray-green. 'They harmonized perfectly with the 
milky softness of her skin. 

“I thought you would be an older man,” she said 

*Tm sorry if I disappointed you," I said with a 
smile. 

“1 had pictured you as some burly adv^turer with 
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a clipped mustadie, perhai^ even a monocle . . 

As she ^ke, she came up ckse to me. She kept 
her eyes fixed on mine. She smiled. Or was it a 
smirk? 

“Won’t you sit down, please?” She pointed to a 
chair, then to a wood«i ice bucket “Will you excuse 
me while I get out of this wet suit? There is cold beer 
under the ice—’’ 

She disappeared inside the trailer. 1 dug Into the 
ice, got out a bottle of beer. I fiopped down In one 
of the chairs. 

There was an Imperial in the carport It was a late 
modeL 

My gaze traveled down the slope to the ugly coal 
road below. The processing plant was belching smoke 
and dust In the distance, 1 saw the long row of 
shack houses. Suddenly nothing made sense. 

In the first place, a woman is rarely associated 
with a coal mine. Alice Kane both owned and operat¬ 
ed this mine. She was a big wheel in a strip opera¬ 
tion that had a bad name. Moreover, she employed 
goons in a way that smacked of old-time gangster 
days. 

There had once been a book written about this 
particular coal area. It had told an incredible story 
of viol^ce and death. Was the past to be relived? 

From the day Kaneland had started tearing up 
the landscape there had been trouble. Lori, Kay and 
Rose Narvek all told the same story of violence, of 
molestation. 

The mine, through various means, had frozen out 
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the local landowners one after the o&er. Kandand 
had had smooth sailing In these past months. But my 
guess was that the mine was now In trouble. It was 
running out of land. Unless Lori sold out to them, 
Kaneland would probably be out of business in anoth¬ 
er six to nine weeks. 

As the squeeze had tightened on her operation, 
Alice Kane had increased the harassment of Lori and 
her grandmother. The three thousand acres of the 
Hansford farm worild give Kaneland a new lease on 
life. The coal reserves under so much land could 
mean another year of work. 

It would take a hard-boiled, scheming woman to 
push the buttons in this kind of operation. A woman 
without decency, without conscience. 

Alice Kane did not strike me as that kind of wom¬ 
an. 

I considered myself a fair judge of character. I had 
good instinctual reactions to people. My Instincts led 
me astray only rardy. She finally came out of the 
trailer. She wore lounging pajamas and a black-and- 
gold peasant’s blouse. Under the blouse, her bosom 
had a pleasing movement. 

Her cream-complexioned face seemed curious but 
friendly. 

She sat down, her gray-green eyes riveted on 
mine. “Well, Mr. Dormer?” 

I shrugged. “I came, of course, to ask a lot of ques¬ 
tions.” 

‘T know.” 

“Some of them are personaL” 
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“I suppose they are. Shall I give you an opener?” 

“Please do.” 

“You’re wondering why I employ two characters 
—«ne of them named Mike Jubalski, the other, Nick 
Slezar.” 

“R^t on the button.” 

Her glance was somber. 

“I don’t,” she said. 

“Come again?” 

“You heard me correctly the first time, 

“I can’t quite buy that” 

“Buy it or not, I don’t employ them.” She looked 
away, frownii^. *1 understand that they have been 
annoying the two women at the old Hansford 
place...” 

“Annoying is putting it a bit mildly.” 

I told her of the events at the Hansford farm, of 
the explosion, of how Lori Hansford had missed death 
by seconds. She heard me out quietly. 

“How horrible,” she said. 

“It had better not happen again!” I said threaten¬ 
ingly. 

“It might,” she replied. “I couldn’t stop it.” 

“Are you sme you couldn’t?” 

‘Tm quite sure.” 

She moved her chair closer to me. Her eyes kept 
checking the coal service road. 

“Before we continue this little tete-i-tete,” she 
said, “let me give you this warning. Any moment 
now, you’ll see a car come up that road. There might 
be a single man in it, two men possibly, or even a 
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man and a woman. When these people arrive, keep 
your mouth shut You’re an old sdioolmate of mine 
who’s come to pay me a visit” 

“AH right,” I said. “Continue.” 

Her hand snaked forward, caught my own fingers. 
Her eyes were on mine. There was a tight gmiiA on 
her lips. “Let’s start calling each other by our first 
names,” she said, “so there won't be any slip-up 
later.” 

“Okay. You call me Pete, m call you Alice.” 

She nodded, then said, “You’ve heard thing s about 
me, Pete, haven’t you? Bad things.” 

“I sure have,” I replied bluntly. 

“You have heard me alluded to, among other 
things, as a tyrant and a hi^-dass whore.” 

“That’s right.” 

“Do you think I am that kind of woman? Look at 
me, Pete. Look dose." 

“My logic says yes, my instinct says no.” 

“Trust your instinct,” she said. She pulled her 
chair even doser to me. 'Tete, it’s a miracle that we 
have these few mcnnents together—alone.” 

“Stop keeping me in suspense. Talk, woman!” 

“I’m never alone!” she said. “Don't you under* 
stand? Fm a prisoner!” 

I stared at her. “A prisoner?” 

I glanced at her car. What prisoner ever had an 
automobile? 

She read my thoughts. “Sure, sure, I have a car. 
I’m free to come and go, to do whatever I wish. But 
never oZone/” 
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“Keep on talking," I said. “Let me hear the rest 
of it” 

“I don’t own the mine. Tm merely a figurehead 
they can’t afford to dispose of.” Her fingers pressed 
tighter, “Here they come,” she said. "Don’t turn 
around. ni have to make it fast My father was a coal 
miner. Coal mining is all the Kanes ever knew. But 
my father was a deep-shaft man, not a stripper. 
There are two veins of coal here—the number six, 
down four hundred feet, and this top vein, just thirty 
feet under the surface. My father owned coal rights 
on all of this land—" 

She paused. She spread her hands to encompass 
a wide area. 

1 took out a cigarette. As I lit it, X casually swung 
my head around. I saw a car turn into the twisting 
lane that led up to the trailer. It was about a half- 
mile away. 

‘Dad ffled.” Alice spoke more rapidly now. “These 
men came to me with an amazing tale of strip 
mining this shallow vein. It was the new thing in 
coal mining. The land was poor, unproductive. It 
could be purchased cheaply. I went along with the 
idea. That took new equipment—draglines, power 
shovels, hlajding drills, service trucks, and a coal¬ 
washing plant, all expensive things. When it was all 
said and done, I was a figurehead. I had traded most 
of the coal options for this complex stripping equip¬ 
ment They wanted to keep my name at the head of 
the mine, because the name Kane meant so me t h i n g 
to them—a century of coal mining...” 
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I watched her cl(®ely as spoke. Her story, as 
she told it, was not preposterous at alL 

“You see,” she explained, “my father, Rebd Kane, 
was a famous figure In the field.” 

The car was coming in fast There was no time for 
further talk. I took her hand in mine. “Look, 1 want 
to see you again. I’d rather not chance meeting these 
people,. 

She nodded. “An right Pete.” 

“How about later tonight Can you get away from 
the trailer?" 

“I’ll try- Meet me at the lake. But don’t drive up! 
They might hear you.” 

The car was no more than a hundred yards away. 
There were at least three people in it A thought 
stabbed me. What if JubalsM were in the car? If he 
were, he might recognize me. 

I sauntered over to my jalopy. I took my time get¬ 
ting into the car. To outward appearances, I was 
merely someone taking casual leave. Inwardly, I was 
as tight as a drumhead. 

Hie car came alongside mine. The driver’s eyes 
were sharp on me. He was not Jubalskl, Neither was 
the man at his side. A wmnan sat alone in the rear 
seat 

I had never seen any one of the three before... 


Back at the Hansford place, I sat on the patio with 
Lori and her grandmother and acquainted them with 
all the details of my visit to Alice Kane. 
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“If sfte tdls the truth,” I told Lori, “it changes the 
entire pattern of our fight” 

“If she tells the truth!” Lori said riiarply. “What 
was your impression of the woman?” 

I riirugged. “It doesn’t quite make sense, ^e 
seems gracious, pleasant scnueone you might like as 
a friend.” 

It was pretty hard for Lori to buy my description 
of Alice Kane. To Lori, the name, Alice Kane, was 
a bad word. It stood for the ruthless gobbling up of 
farmland, the merciless eviction of families from 
their homes. To the people in the area, the spoil 
banks had an the vicious significance of the Berlin 
walL Curiously ^ough, aU the hate seemed directed 
at Alice Kane. It was riie who pushed the buttons at 
Kaneland. That was the common bdief. 

“If these men took away the mine,” Lori question¬ 
ed, "then why didn’t they ditch her entirely? 
Wouldn’t It have been to their advantage?” 

“Not according to her. She says that her father 
was once a very big stick in the coal industry.” I 
turned to Grandma Hansford. “Did you ever hear of 
her father—Rebel Kane?” 

Grandma nodded. “Yes. Mose used to talk about 
buying coal from a man called Rebel Kane.” 

I turned back to Lori. 

“When you went to the Army Engineers’ district 
office, did they drop any hint at all about what was 
back of this feasibilily survey?” 

Lori shook her head. “All Colonel Deitrichson 
would tell me was that it would be my privilege to be 
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the first to know when the time came for an official 
announcement" 

“What do you think the survey means, Lori?” 

She shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

“I’il make a guess. Cheek on any project in which 
the Corps of Army Engineers figure and you’il find 
that it invariabiy has something to do with the con¬ 
trol of some waterway. It usually involves the canal¬ 
ization or the impounding of water to help industry," 
I then went on: “This creek of yours, with its old 
swimming hoie, is a tributary of a great river. A dam 
across the river would flood a lot of lowland—all of 
the bottomland on the Hansford farm, for instance.” 

“Do you think that might be the purpose?” Lori 
asked. 

I shrugged. *Tt’s a definite possibility. For the sake 
of argument, iet us say that it is the purpose of the 
survey. Let us also say Kaneland knew the purpose 
of the survey. What would Kaneland try to do?” 

"To mine the coal before the land was flooded," 
Lori said. 

“Exactly! That might be the answer to all the 
harassment inflicted on the people around here. Let's 
say these coal operators know something we do not. 
Perhaps there is even politics invoived. Say, for in¬ 
stance, one of the coal men is salving the palm of 
some congressman. The congressman knows the ca¬ 
nalization of the river is ultimately a reality. So the 
picture comes into sharp focus.” 

“Pete, what can we do to stop them?” 

“First things first,” I said. “Before anything else. 
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I want to have another talk with Alice Kane—a big, 
undisturbed talk.” 

“When do you intend to see her again?” 

“lUght now,” I said. 

Lori foUowed me out to the car. “Take care of 
yourself, Pete,” she said. 

'T wilL” 

We looked at each other. I suddenly pulled her 
toward me and kissed her. I kissed her hard. '*! like 
you,” I said. 

She gazed V5» at me, her eyes searching mine. “Is 
that all?” she asked. 

“Honey, Tm strictly a free-lance lover. Don’t ex¬ 
pect more of me.” 

She smiled. “I won’t," dtie said. 

*1 hope I haven’t given you any ideas to the con¬ 
trary.” 

She smiled again. “You haven’t,” she said, 

“You’re Bill’s sister. I don’t want to hurt you." 

*1 know.” 

I turned to enter the car. I felt her arm on mine. 
She up dose to me and phuated an ardent kiss 
on my mouth. “I love you,” she said. “I can’t help it.” 

"You’re a fool,” I said harshly. “A stupid, stupid 
fooL” 

With that, I got in my hot rod and drove off. 

I parked the car near an ugly gravel pit and walk¬ 
ed up the service road to Alice Kane’s trailer. I 
glanced at my watch. It was ten minutes past mid¬ 
night 

Drawing near, I saw that there were no lights on in 
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the trailer. I paused, took a look around. I saw the 
Imperial parked in the carport. There was no other 
car. Was Alice Kane alone? I had my doubts about 
that. If her story were true, the chances were that 
somebody would be inside the trailer with her. 

1 went around the trailer to the lake. I sat down on 
a long bench. There, I waited. 

Alice did not show. The minutes ticked off. It was 
one o'clock now. 

A fish slapped the water in the lake. An owl hooted. 
It must be owl country, I thought; the hoot of an owl 
seemed to be a nightly occurrence. 

Time passed slowly. Ahoe Kane still did not ^ow. 
Finally, I got up to leave. I found myself hesitating. 
Something about the Kane woman’s face haunted 
me. It was the sort of face that grew on a man—like 
a delayed-action bomb. 

A shadow moved alongside the trailer. She came 
down the path with a noiseless but brisk stride. She 
weilked straight into my arms. Her body trembled 
against mine. She felt very warm and soft. 

‘T couldn’t make it sooner,” she whispered. 

She suddenly pulled away. 

“Don’t,” I said. “I was enjoying myself.” 

“My companion, this woman, Lena Darvi—” she 
began. Her body swayed slightly. I guided her to the 
bench. 

“How did you get away?” I asked. 

‘T sleep In the reEm bedroom of the trailer,” she 
explained, calming down. “Darvi sleeps in the center 
bedroom. She is a very light sleeper. She awakens 
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even when I go through the corridor to the bath¬ 
room,” 

“What did you do—use a hammer on her7” 

'It was easy tonight She wanted a nightcap. She 
loves this red Italian wine. I put two sleeping pills in 
the wine *. 

“How long will it take until she wakens?” 

“I don’t know, but she was snoring like a bum saw 
when I sneaked out” 

I had my arm about Alice’s shoulder. I pulled her 
dose to me so I could look at her face. The moon was 
hanging low in the sky. 

‘Tt really doesn’t make sense,” I said. “Your 
being a prismier—^it sounds so implausible.” 

“Does it? Why? It's all very legal, don’t you see? 
I’m still Alice Kane, and this is the Kandand Coal 
Company. I go Into town—^with Dsirvi. They permit 
me friends out here for a barbecue. Ihey give me 
other freedoms as well But still Tm tiieir prisoner—” 

“You could see the state’s attorney.” 

“With what evidence? That two or three goons are 
harassing two women? That I have been cheated of 
me friends out here for a barbecue. They give me 
BO vdiat evidence is there?” 

“Unless they are caught in an act of violence!” 

Her face brightened. 

“That is what 1 have been thinking," she said. 

“Who is the big wheel in the operation?” 

She answered without hesitation. “Lena Darvi!” 

“Just who the hell is this dame?” 

‘T found out myself only recently. She is a woman 
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who hates the Kane name, for one thing. My father 
put her father out of business. Her name was Dar- 
cewski then. She shortened it for a purpc^." 

“She’s hooked up with the horselaugh man?” 

“And Slezar.” 

“What does she look like?” 

“Believe it or not, she's good-looking.” 

*T)id you know about the feasibility survey made 
on the Hansford land Just recently?” 

She nodded. “Yes. That's why they’re so frantic.” 

“To get to the coal before it is too late.” 

“That must be the answer. They can’t strip it, once 
the land is covered with water.” 

I got one band under her chin, kissed her lips very 
lightly. 

“If it makes you fed any better, I believe you.” 

The gray-green eyes did not waver. But I saw the 
mistiness channel into them. Suddenly she was cry¬ 
ing. I held her tight. 

“Have a good cry,” I said. ‘Tt will make you feel 
better.” 

We sat there as sote shook her body. She was in a 
hght summer robe and the cleavage of her bosom was 
a dark, mysterious shadow. Finally, she stopped cry¬ 
ing. She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief—^my 
handkerchief. 

‘"That was rather sUly, wasn’t it?” 

“I wouldn’t say so.” 

Her lips touched mine. It was a gentle, tender kiss. 

“Thanks, Pete! 1 imagine I needed that cry, after 
alL” 
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We were so dose that I could fed the warmth of 
her thigh. As I listened, she filled me In on some of 
the blind spots of the Kaneland setup. Hie more we 
talked, the more plausible—^the more diabolical— 
it became. It was crazy, but it was also workable. 

Back of it all was the hatred of this woman, Lena 
Darvi. 

“Our only hope as I see it,” I said, “is to keep 
them from acquiring the Hansford land.” 

“And hoping that the river canalization plan—if 
we’re right in our oondusions—Is delayed.” 

1 nodded. “If we can hold onto the Hansford land, 
how long has Kaneland got until they run out of 
strip?” 

She considered. *Td say another dx weeks at the 
outside. That’s why they’re so desperate.” 

Another thought Invaded my brain. “When they 
dig their last chimk of coal, that big shovel will be 
useless, won’t it?” 

“Very useless. A half-million-dollar machine is 
quite a bookkeeping item—especially when it’s idle.” 

“They can move it, can’t th^?” 

“Not any great distance, unless it is annpletely dis¬ 
mantled. And that would involve too much expense.” 
Suddenly she laughed. *Tete, do you realize that 
shovel is so big that even if it were dismantled, it 
would require fifty railroad cars and a special track 
to move it off the site?” 

I kissed her again. We were both feeling better 
now. 

“I want you to meet Lori Hansford, Alice.” 
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“How will I do that? More sleeping pills for Lena?** 

“Well think of something.” 

Her face was only inches from my own, her eyes 
searching mine. “Is she the girl, Pete?” 

“No girl is the girL” 

“Are you sure?” There was a curious smile on hex: 
lips. 

To my surprise, I evaded the question. What the 
hell is wrong with me, Z thought Was Lori getting 
under my skin? 

Alice said, her voice wa rm and sincere: “Pete, 
you’ve really taken me ofE the skids. I feel that I 
have at least one Mend in the world.” 

The impulse to Msm her became a sudden compul* 
Sion. I pulled her firm^ into my arms. She mashed 
feverish lips against my own. There was an obvious 
physical need in those searching lips of hers. Little 
fires broke out all over my body. 

Her robe had opened. Her partially bare breasts 
were steep, pointed cones. My hands went to them. 
She shivered, gasped. “Oh, Pete... Peteshe 
moaned. 

I kissed her breasts. Her hands swept around my 
neck. She pulled me dose to her. She kept moanii^, 
“Oh, Pete... Pete...” 

I knew something at that moment. Alice Kane was 
no wanton. In fact, she had not loved a man for a 
long, long time. The fire in her burned far too bright. 
Those breasts were too taut and too hard. The tense¬ 
ness was all through her body. Her heart was ham¬ 
mering madly as the ecstasy built... 
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The trailer door opened. 

Alice went stiff in my arms. 

“Don’t move!” she whispered. “She can’t see you 
here in the shadows.” 

She stood vcp, adjusted her robe, then walked to¬ 
ward the trailer. 

‘Tve been down to the lake, Darvi,” she said. 
“Couldn’t sleep—” 

“Funny I didn’t hear you leave," a womsui’s voice 
replied. 

Alice laughed. “You were snoring so hard that I 
didn’t have the heart to waken you.” 

The distance was too great to make out the fea¬ 
tures of the woman outlined in the trailer door. She 
had a husky voice. She seemed to be a large woman, 
taller and bigger than Alice. 

Alice entered the trailer. The women followed. The 
light streaming through the door sharply outlined 
her figure. She was not a fat woman, merely big¬ 
framed. She looked as if she could give Rose Narvek 
a good run for her money in the mammary depart¬ 
ment 

The trailer door closed. "Ihe light went out 

And damned if that old owl did not shatter the 
stillness with his mournful dirge! 
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UOMEIHENG was wrong. I sensed It immediately. 
I knocked again on the motel door. Where the hell 
was Rose Narvek? 1 made an effort to calm myself. 
She could be shopping or out to dinner, maybe even 
at a movie. 

But my apprehension would not down. My hand 
went to the doorknob. It turned. The door opened, I 
pushed it open, peered inside. 

“Rose?” I said. “Rose? It’s Pete...” 

I heard a moan. I came in fast, closing the door 
behind me. I fumbled around for the overhead light 
switch. A voice from the bed stopped me. 

“Don’t—^tum on the light —” 

I stood there, letting my eyes adjust to the dark¬ 
ness of the room. 

“Pete—” 

I went to the bed. Rose lay there, naked. Her 
creamy skin weis splotched with red. Blood. 

I was on my knees, my hands on her face. 
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**Rose, are you badly hurt?” 

She gave me a wan, brave smile. *T11 live, Pete.. 

The bruises were pronounced on her bosom. She 
was heavy in that department, a seemingly heredi¬ 
tary trait in the Narvek women. Her breasts, bearing 
the marks of savage blows, were swollen. 

“Who was it, Rose?” 

“ Jubalski and Slezar. Slezar saw us come out of the 
pit, after you beat up Jubalski. Later he went in, 
found Jubalski, and they followed us here to Byers- 
burg.. .** 

“You mean they came In as soon as I left?" 

“No. Evidently they had trouble finding the moteL 
I came home from a matinee and there they were—" 

She slowly sat up. She held her hands to her body. 
The act of rising obviously caused her great pain. 

“Slezar beat me up while Jubalski asked the ques¬ 
tions. They wanted to know who you were, why you 
were here. I wouldn’t tell the pigs a thijig . finally I 
blacked out Thank God for that” 

1 kissed her. “Honey, we’ll make them pay—^for 
each blow—” 

She nodded. ‘T was in so much pain, Pete. I must 
have passed out several times after they left—” 

I went into the bathroom, ran cold water over a big 
bath toweL I came back and draped the cold towel 
over Rose. 

The motel had a coffee service. I ordered a pot of 
black coffee. Rose drank the hot liquid with relish. 

Her smile was still \ran, but a bit of color began 
to return to her face. 
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•TVhat those two goons did to me, Pete! God, they 
made me so sick!” 

“Well make them even sicker.” 

“Win you hand me my clothes, please?" 

Her beige sweater looked as if it had been mangled. 
Her slacks and panties were also badly tom. 

I picked up her door key, “I’ll get some new clothes 
for you, Rose." I held up the key. ‘Til lock the door, 
m be back as soon as I can. Meanwhile you get some 
rest.” 

1 went Into the first woman’s shop I came across. 
A clerk rainp forward to wait on me. 

“What can I do for you?” she asked. 

“It’s my wife’s birthday," I smiled. *Td like to get 
something for her—street attire, you know, some* 
thing in a black dress, and the thin^ that go with it.” 

She smiled back, “Follow me,” she said. We got 
buried in the the racks of dresses in the rear of the 
store. She asked: “What size?” 

I shru^ed. “You’ve got me there. But I would say 
khe’s a dead ringer for you.. 

She blushed riightly. 

I chose a dress I thought Rose mi^t go for. 

“Does she like low necklines?” 

“I don’t know. But I like them.” 

She held the garment up against her chest. “Do 
you think it will do?” 

‘Tm sure it will.” 

“Some underthings, too?" Her gaze was frank, 
questioning. 

"The works.. 
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She brought out a supply of panties, ^ps, and 
bras. 

“I’ll leave It all up to you,” I said. 

She liked that Her smile was warmer. **Ttie bra 
might be a problem. Is —” 

She hesitated. I grinned. “She is,” 1 said. “Very 
much so.” 

“There are different cup sizes, and different har¬ 
ness—” 

“King size,” I said. 

llie clothes were all wrapped up, at last I made 
a m^tal note that Nick Slezar owed me forty dollars 
and twenty-nine cents. 

“You’ve been very kind and most helpful,” I said 
to the derk. 

I retumed to the motel. KattUng the key in the 
lock, I called. “It’s Pete, honey.” 

Rose was sitting up in bed. She held the towel 
across her body. She looked better. 

“May I turn on the M^t?” 

“Okay,” she said. 

I went over to the bed, laid the box alongside her. 
“Merry Christinas!” I said. I untied the wrappings 
and opened up the box. She saw the dress. Her eyes 
reflected her pleasure. Her hand delved into the box 
and she saw the underthings. She picked up the black 
lace bra. 

“Oh, Pete!” she said, "Isn’t this a dilly!” 

She leaned forward and kissed me. The few kisses 
I had had from the Narvek girls were eminently 
satisfactory. This one was no exception. 


78 




A BUNCH OF WOMEN 

I gently pulled the towel away. “Let the doctor see 
the patient.. 

She hesitated for a moment, holding tight to the 
toweL 

Then her fingers rdaxed. 

Under the lights, the angry bruises showed up 
startlingly. I felt anger surge within me. Slezar had 
known how to strike a woman where it would hurt 
the most. 

“It was terrible ” Rose muttered. “I wanted to ffle.” 

Her face washed by pain, she eased the net bra 
into place. It was an admirable fit. 

“Pete, will you hook it?” 

I obliged. With her bra on, she looked sexier than 
ever. 1 whislied through my teeth. “Wofwie!” 

She began to feel better by the moment That 
sickly pain was leaving her eyes. The new clothes 
had obviously given her a big lift 

“Do you like It, Pete?” she asked. 

“What you do to dotbes Is what I like—" 

She delved deeper into the box. She came up with 
the black panties. 

"Will you turn your back, please, Pete?” 

I did as she asked. I heard her slide out of bed. 
There was a rustle of nylon. When I turned she was 
at the side of the bed, her hand clutching the head- 
board for support 

“Oh, I stm feel woozy—” 

I went over to her, put my arm around her, 

“Honey, Fm so sorry that I got you into this mess.” 

“Why should you be sorry?” she asked. “Iliis is a 
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dog fight Somebody was bound to get hurt It hap< 
pened to be me." 

“You slip into the dress and then we'll go uptown 
and get a steak. It’ll make you feel better." 

aie kissed me, suddenly winced. She gave a pain¬ 
ful laugh. “For the time beii^, Pete, I need a “Hands 
Off'’ sign." 

“Wait until you see what the other guy will need!” 

Her eyes glinted. She said something in a foreign 
tongue. 

“Wiat was that?” I asked. 

“I can call him a pig in Mama’s language better 
than in English,” she said. 

In the restaurant, we lingered over our steaks. The 
food was excellent and R(»e was in much better 
spirits now. 

There was something about her eyes that I liked. 
She was an earthy girl, quick to anger, a product of 
the Slavic customs of her family. But there was a 
frankness and honesty to her face as welL I could 
trust Rose Narvek. I could trust her to the limit 

Sitting there, I told Rose about Alice Kane. 

She found it hard to believe my story. Eventually, 
however, 1 won her around to ny? side. 

“Do you know a woman called Lena Darvi?” I 
asked. 

“I know her. She tried to stop my job, driving the 
Eudid, until I proved I could drive the truck as good 
as any man in the pit—” 

‘Tve got to lure Darvi away from Alice Kane’s 
trailer,” I told Rose. “I’ve got a plan shaping up, how 
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we can beat them, but first 1 need more information 
from Alice.” 

“We will see Johnny Blair,” ^e said. 

“Who is Johnny Blair?” 

“He is a boy who would like very much to make 
love to me.” 

“And you?” I said. 

"I will,” she replied, “when he settles down and 
saves some money—and puts a ring on my finger.” 

"Where can we firid Johnny?” 

“He runs the store near the processing plant.” 

“How can your friend Johnny get Darvi out of fee 
trailer?” 

'That woman has been trying to date him, since 
fee first time she was in fee store.” 

I ducked my lips. “You trust your boy friend wife 
this dame?” 

'"That is an altogether difierent question,” she 
said, wife a shrug. 

We drove back to Coaltown. 'That was fee name 
I had given to fee long row of drab houses, fee store, 
and fee tavern. 

We walked into Johnny Blair’s store. Actually, it 
was a small room, duttered with essential merchan¬ 
dise needed by fee mining families. 

Johnny Blair weis not exactly a giant He was no 
taller than L But he was big and solid, a bunk of man 
chipped off fee side of a concrete wall. His face was 
boyish, but his eyes were those of a man. His should¬ 
ers were so big, he looked like a football player with 
the padding oil 
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We shook hands. I expected what I got—^the crush. 
He could have turned an apple into apple sauce with 
one swift squeeze. 

*‘Hi, Johnny!” 1 said, "Rose tells me you might be 
of help to us,” 

“In what way?” He had a friendly smBe. His gaze 
was direct I made a mental note: this guy 1 like! 

“The way things are shaping up,” I said, “it looks 
as If Kandand will run out d! coal to mine in another 
six weeks or so—” 

“And m be out business ” he said sourly. He 
pointed to the drab street “You know vdiy those 
houses all look so worn and beat-up? They were 
moved here from the last stripping site. When the 
work stops, everything stops.” 

“I’ve got a plan,” I told him, "to keep you In busi¬ 
ness.” 

He perked im at that Rose walked over to his side, 
and he threw an affectionate arm about her shoul¬ 
ders, pulling her up tight gainst his own body. 1 saw 
the pain in her face. So did he. 

“What happened to you, honey?” he asked. 

I answered for Rose. “A goon named Slezar worked 
her over.” 

The grin had disappeared from his face. His eyes 
swung back to me. ‘Tm listening, mister,” 

I told him about the two goons, about Alice Kane, 
about the spot Alice was in. Z told him about the 
harassment of Lori and her grandmother. 

“It Is Imperative I talk to Alice Kane alone,” I said. 
“Rose presiuned that you might have some way to 
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attract tlie attention of Lena Darvi for an hour or 
so.” 

He cursed. 

“Yeah, I can do that easily—If I shac* up with 
her,” 

I raised my eyes, 'Is that bad?” 

He glared at me. ‘With that dame, It is very badl” 

*Tve never seen the lady—except at a distance. 
But she looked like quite a dish.” 

“1 got a better name for her.” He shook his head. 
“I wouldn’t lay a hand on her,” 

“Not even for me?” Rose said qulcldy. 

He stared at her, disbelief on his face. “Hoty cow. 
Rose, what does that mean? You always told me to 
steer dear of this dame and now you’re telling me to 
teingle with her—” 

“I don’t mean go to bed with her,” Rose said. 
‘Take her out for dinner, or a ride." 

“Johnny, I need your help very badly,” I said. “Not 
only tonight, but in the days to come. If you’ll gamble 
with me now, Fm sure it will be worth your while 
when the crackdown comes—” 

He fixed hfird eyes on me. He took his time mak« 
ing his decision. I liked that. He was evaluating me 
down to the last button on my Persian shirt. 

“All right, I’ll play!” he said. 

I slipped a twenty into his shirt pocket. "Here’s ex¬ 
penses for tonight. Call up this Darvi woman and see 
if she’s hungry—for a steak." 

He shrugged, walked over to a desk in the far 
comer of the store. He sat down, dialed a number. 
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Someone answered. He talked in a low, persuasive 
voice. 1 could not quite get what he said but evidently 
he sold her. 

He came back, grinned. “She’s just rented a stud.” 
He thought a moment, “What about Jubal^ and 
Slezar? I’ve seen them hanging around the trailei; 
quite a bit lately.” 

Rose grinned at his concern. “I wUl take care of 
that!” she said. 

“No, you don’t!” said Johnny. j 

“But wait!” she said, and went to the phone. 

She dialed a number. She took a handkerchief 
from her purse, stretched it over the mouthpiece. 
Suddenly there was a jumble of noise in the receiver. 

“She’s calling the tavern,” Johnny said. “That’s 
the noisiest place this side of Hades.” 

Rose waited, then started talking through the 
handkerchief. She kept her voice low. When she 
hung up the receiver there was a satanic grin on her 
face. 

“What did you tell them?” I asked. 

“I talked to Jubalski,” she said. “I told him I 
wanted to talk to him personally, in the Byersbuig 
Motel, that I had reconsidered, and knew plenty to 
tell him about Pete Donner,” 

“You’re quite a girl!” I said. 

I shook hands vnth Johnny Blair, "m try to see 
you tomorrow,” I told him. “In the meantime, 
thanks for everything.” 

“Wish me luck," he said. “I'll pick up this Darvi 
dame in thirty minutes.” 
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I took Rose tpack to her shabby home. I was about 
to go when she put a hand on my arm. 

“Thanks, Pete—^for everything.’* 

“You feel okay now?” 

‘Tm okay.” She continued to hold my arm. “Pete, 
come back here—after you see Alice Kane—let me 
know— 

It was a request I should have refused it But ^e 
had granted me a favor—a very big, painful favor. 

‘Til honk the horn twice,” I said. 

*T11 come running.” 

I pulled my sports car up near the tavern and 
waited. I did not have to wait long. Two men came 
out of the tavern and got Into a car. They zoomed 
down the rutted street JubalsM and Slezar were 
headed for Byersburg. That entailed a distance of 
eighteen miles, plus an investigation of an empty 
motel room, plus a return journey. 1 figured that it 
would keep them out of my way for at least an hour. 

Far iq> the slope, near the trailer, a car’s lights 
dicked on. That wouid be Johnny, starting his tour 
with Lena DarvL 

I waited until the car had cleared the one-lane ser¬ 
vice road and disappeared in the direction of Byers¬ 
burg. 

Then I tooled my sports car toward the trailer. 

Alice Kane was not wearing the black-and-gold 
peasant jacket She had on a sweater that fit like a 
surgeon’s glove. With her sunset hair and chesty 
torso, the sweater looked mighty good 

I talked fast, briefing her. I stressed the fact that 
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Rose Narvek and Johnny Blair were both working 
for us. 

Then I spIUed my plan. 

"It aU depends upm one fact," I s^d. ‘Tf I remem- 
right, you said the big striiqping shovel, the drag- 
line and some of the other equipment were only 
partly paid for." 

*Tt was a long-time deal," she explained." Ten per 
cent cash with the order, another five per cent upon 
comEdeti<»i of the machinery, and the balance secured 
by long-term mortgage, against a sizable monthly 
payoff.” 

“Wondfflful! Now ^o would be holding the mort¬ 
gages and contracts?" 

She named a certain lending organization in St. 
Louis. 

*1 imagine these people are getting a bit shaky—" 
Zsatd. 

‘TTieyTl panic as soon as th^ know how much 
running time is left on the optioned land here," she 
replied. 

“That’s what I mean. You’re looking at the man 
who will put the cold, hard facts into their laps very 
shortly. Not only will I tell them, I will prove it. And 
then m make a very interesting proposition,” 

I saw the light building up in her eyes. 

“They’ll close in on Eaneland Coal soon after the 
work stoppage, and in due time the new Hansford 
Mining Company will pick up the paper—” 

“What if Lori Hansford thinks differently?" 

“Lori will go along— 
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She was to my arms. “Pete, you reaDy think we 
can swing it?" 

“We’ll swing it, come hell or high water.” 

“to another second, you’re going to have a aying 
woman in your arms.” 

“Suits me. X like salty kisses.” 

'The kiss she gave me was definitely hot salty. 

“How long until Darvi comes Mdc, 

“I wouldn’t know. But the goitos womt Hoe gone 
longer than an hour—” vj/ 

I took her hand, pulled her into the ^t of 
the sports car. From this vantage point, we could 
keep the service road under constant surveillance. 
When headlights turned into the road, it would be 
time to go. 

Words had no purpose whatsoever at the moment. 
I remembered, and she remembered, that interrupted 
moment of bliss down at the lake. 

Her lips mashed against mine. Our mouths and 
tongues fought an enticing battle. 

Neither of us spoke. We just lay there to each 
other’s arms, as if we were the last two people on 
earth, and the bomb was coming over any second. 
'The kiss built into a raging fireball. 

I must have kissed her a hundred times while she 
lay there and quivered. At last the torment was too 
much. The air hissed through her parted lips and 
she arched to meet me. She was a bomb, ready to ex¬ 
plode. The ensuing explosion rocked me as well as 
her. Suddenly, she went limp as a rag, moaning 
softly in her f ulfillm ent. 
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We continued to lie there, stDl tight in each other’s 
arms. Down near the creek, an owl hooted. It sounded 
like the same owl that had serenaded me before^ 

My fingers caressed Alice. And again came the 
quickening, the thrilling tautness, the telitale mes* 
sages of love and desire. Again ecstasy pervaded 
every inch of our sweating bodies. 

I brou^t myself up short Time was of the essence 
now. Any moment headlights would turn up that 
service road. It would be better for me—and for. 
Alice—^if I left now. 

“Good night lover!” she whispered to me. 

Back on the gloomy Coaltown street I pulled up 
in front of the Narvek house, pressed the horn twice, 
waited. 

Rose came out of the darkened house. She ran 
down the walk, slid into the seat beside me. 

‘Tve been watching,” she whispered. “Jubalski 
and Slezar haven’t returned fttjm Byersburg yet—” 

Ihat seemed a bit strange. 

“How do you feel?” I asked. She was still in the 
black dress. 

“Sore, but no more pain.” Her eyes wheeled toward 
mine. “How do yov, feel?” 

I grinned. “What does that mean?” 

She sniffed. “I smell some exotic perfume—” 

“The lady uses exotic perfume, so what?" 

There was a knowing, intuitive smile on her face. 
“You reek with It.” 

“I must aneH good,” I said. 

She grinned back. 
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“I rather like it myself. I can’t afford expensive 
stuff like that" 

Suddenly she leaned c^ainst me and crushed her 
lips into mine. She drew back, with a little chuckle. 

*1 merely wanted to see if there was still life in 
the battery —** 

I smiled at her, remained silmit 

In some manner—call it w<xnan’s intuition—she 
knew that I had tangled with Alice Kane. 

I slid my arm about Rose’s shoulders, pulled her 
doser. She looked at me contentedly. 

Suddenly I froze. 

The northern sky turned crimson. A ball of fire 
shot upward into the heavens. 

1 had just one thought They had gotten the Hans< 
ford bam. Evidently the Hansford house had been 
next in line. 

Oh, God! 

Rose saw the terror in my face, 

"Oh, Pete, hurry!" she said. 

We raced toward the mushrooming glow in the 
night sky. 
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XHEY did not come any better than Grandma 
Hansford. 

People cried una^amedly at her funeral. 

But Lori did not cry. She sat dry-eyed throughout 
the entire ceremony. 

When ^ Rose and I had arrived, the Hansford 
century-old home had already gone up in RmnifA, 
We had found Lori in the yard. 

“Oh, Pete!” she had sobbed. “We were sleeping 
■ when it happened. We both made it outside, and then 
she tore loose from me and went back inside to get 
something. I think it was a little kitten. And the roof 
caved in at that moment and I couldn’t go in after 
her—” 

I had held her tight as her tears flowed, thankful 
for the wracking sobs that shook her. Only by crying 
could she have retained her reason. She had been 
used to trouble before, but nothing like this. 

iVhen Grandma’s casket was lowered into the 
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grave at the Isolated family cemetery, I made a 
silent pledge to her memory. 

They would pay. They would pay In every way. 

Rose had sat next to Lori at the services. I had 
induced Rose to stay at the girl’s side through the 
coming few days. 

Luckily, I found a mohne-homes dealer in Byers* 
burg who gave me quick action. His name was Lee 
Bates. After my talk with him, Bat® raced a fully- 
serviced trailer to the Hansford farm. We parked It 
near the burned house. Bates assured me we would 
have telephone service in twenty-four hours. 

The goons did not have a chance to get at the 
trailer. Johnny and I alternately kept a day-and- 
night watch on it. 

I had questioned Lori as to whether or not she had 
seen anyone or had heard any noise prior to the ex¬ 
plosion. But she had been sound asleep. 

The county sheriff came to the Hansford place on 
three different occasions. He was willing but hdpless. 
I told him about the weeks of harassment. However, 
that was all I could tell him. 1 had nothing concrete 
—except a man's horsdaugh. And that was pretty 
Klim evldmce. He promised an investigation, but 
neither he nor I was very hopdul that it would turn 
up anything usefuL 

I went over to the Byersburg airport and rraited a 
Piper. Johnny came along for the ride—and to 
operate a thirty-five-millimeter camera. We flew over 
the spoil banks from all four points of the compass. 
The Piper was no DC-3, but it still fdt good to be at 
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tbe controls. We dipped low over the dragline and 
the pit operations. 

One thing was quite evident. That big dragline 
would have to stop operating very, very shortly. It 
was within a hundred feet of the highway—and the 
highway was the line of demarcation, the end of the 
strip. The farms north of the highway were all up¬ 
land tracts with black-loam land, land that was far 
too valuable to be tom up by a coal-stripping opera¬ 
tion. 

There were surveyors workii^ at three different 
spots in the basin by the river. From the air, the 
scope of the basin was plainly apparent I turned and 
dimbed. It was a perfect day, with the sun bright 
and no haze. At ten thousand feet the basin lay like 
a giant forested wedge below us. We flew further 
upstream at this altitude, photographing the mine’s 
spoil banks and the ruined farms. 

We had all the liiotos we needed now. 

I rolled the Piper on its wing, slid into a deep dive. 
Suddenly I was thinking about that ’copter, and the 
haircut it had givrni Lori and me on my day of ar- 
rivaL 

I let the Piper dive until the wind became a ban¬ 
shee. Johnny, in great alarm, tapped me on the 
shoulder. 

“Hey!” he bellowed. “What gives?” 

The dragline was just ahead. Hie Piper zoomed 
down on it. As I pulled up, the little plane shivered. 
We leveled off just fifty feet above the crane. 

I noticed something I had not seen before. Tliere 
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was an old farmhouse directly in the path of the 
dragline. 

“You crazy or something?” Johnny shouted in my 
ear. “We’re lucky a wing didn’t fall off!” 

We touched down on a strip of meadow alongside 
the burned Hansford house. We picked up Lori and 
Hose. The Piper did not have too much power with 
its full load of foiir, but even so it was a very servi¬ 
ceable little airplane. Again we cirded the mined 
farms, pointing out the tiny areas left for stripping. 
I showed Lori the basin from the air, told her how 
it could be transformed into a huge lake, once dams 
had been built downstream. 

“If we can hold on Just a few more weeks, we’ll 
have them over a barrel,” I shouted. She heard me 
above the roar of the engine. Her lips curled in a 
vindictive smile. 


Later, when we taxied up the meadow, we found 
a man waiting for us. He introduced himself as 
Colonel Malcolm Bliss of the District Office, U.S. 
Corps of Army Engineers. He had the facts we 
wanted, 

The river was slated for early canalization, he 
assured us, to attract new industry to the somewhat 
blighted area. The project had full congressional ap¬ 
proval Not only one dam, but a series of dams, were 
going to be built Whiskey Creek’s watershed, im¬ 
pounded, would back up into a formidable lake, a 
&uit^d>le sportsman's paradise. 
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“It means, too," the Colcmel said blxmtly, “that 
within ninety days you will be asked to sell to us all 
of your acreage that comes within the boundary of 
the proposed lake." 

“And if I don’t sell?” Lori adted 

‘Til be quite honest about it," he replied. “The 
usual condemnation proceedings would follow. In the 
end, the government would still attain your land.” 

“So the best procedure would be to sell,” Lori said. 

“I would think so.” He smiled. “If the landowner 
is favorable and cooperative, he will realize far more 
for his properly than if he forces us to go through 
complicated red tape—" 

“What about the coal?” I interrupted. “Lori has 
three thousand acres here, with a terrific coal vein 
at the thirty-foot levri." 

“You woiild be foolish not to mine it—as quickly 
as possible. I woxild say that stripping with big equip¬ 
ment would be the coily way to accomplish this feat 
in the time allowed.” 

“Would this have any bearing upon the price of 
the land itself?” 1 asked. “I mean, the price the 
government will pay?” 

He shrugged his shoulders. "Why should it? We 
want the land as a reservoir. We’re not worried about 
what’s been taken out of it" 

“What about the spoil ban ks ?” 

“Perhaps you haven’t been reading the papers very 
closely in the peist few days,” he said, grinning. He 
found a clipping inside his briefcase, handed it over to 
me. 
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The wire dispatch was dated back about ten da;^ 
It was a short item about a newly passed law to 
regulate all strip mining In the state. The new law 
was very mcplidt: strip miners had to put the land 
back into serviceable condition—or face stiff pen¬ 
alty. The law was retroactive, covering all the spoil 
banks created within the past five years. 

“This means all spoil banks must be leveled,” I 
said. 

“The law Is already being aiforced,” the Colond 
said. “The conservationists won this battle hands 
down.” 

I smiled my pleasure. The Colond smiled back. He 
was ready to go. We shook hands. I thanked him for 
all he had done for us. 

The tempo was picking up now. There still were 
several big hurdles to leap, however. 


I had just got hi my car when Lori came out of the 
trailer, flagged me down. 

“Woman on the phone,” she said. “Says she’s 
Rose’s sister, Kay.” 

I went inside, picked up the phone. Kay, sounding 
very nervous, asked whether I could come right over 
to her house. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

“Just come over,” she said. The phone went dead. 

'The abruptness was very unlike Kay. I cast a 
quick glance at Rose. She stared back at me, a look 
of concern on her face. 
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“What are you going to do?” Lori asked. 

‘Tve got to see her, of course.” 

“It mi^t be a trap,” Rose said. 

“In your own home?” 

*1 guess not Mama is there, for one thing,” 

I turned to Lori. “Keep Johnny here until I re- 
turn. Hiis might be a trick to get both of us away 
from the trailer—” 

I motored over to Coaltown. Kay Narvek certain¬ 
ly had not sounded right 1 had to take all precau¬ 
tions. Somebody mi^t have been twisting her wrist 

I would have felt better if Johnny was with me. 
But that might have been their purpose. Even with 
Johnny at the trailer, they had succeeded in splitting 
us. 

It was cert^ that they would make some kind of 
desperate move. They had to. They had come to the 
end of their coal land. They had to get more land 
immediately or go out of business. And the only 
available stretch of earth was Lori's three thousand 
acres. 

I was all set to see the holding company in St Louis 
to dump my [^otos in their laps—and to follow up 
with a proposition of my own. I felt sure I could make 
them see the light 

I pulled up at the curb in front of the Narvek 
house. 1 turned off my car lights. Then I saw Alice 
Kane’s big Imperial parked across the street A wom¬ 
an sat behind the wheeL 

She called to me: “Hi, Pete!” 

It was not Alice’s voice. 
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I got out of my car. I knew w4io the woman was. It 
was Lena Darvi. 

She was alone In the car. She leaned toward me, 
beckoned with her hand. 

“Let’s take a ride, Pete!” 

It was not a request. It was a command. I walked 
across the street I saw the second car, thirty or 
forty feet behind the ImperiaL There were men in it 

“Why should we take a ride?” I asked. 

*1 thought you might be interested. Beautiful 
moon, and all that sort of thing.” 

I raised an eyebrow. 

“You and me?” 

“Why not? Or do you want a chaperon?” 

"No. I don’t want a chaperon. But I think you do.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Those goons In that other car,” I said. “They’re 
your boys, aren’t they?” 

She smiled. “You are cagey, aren’t you?" 

“Sometimes it pays to be cagey.” 

The moonlight was too dim to see her clearly. She 
looked to be in her mid-thirties. Her features were 
good. 

She got Impatient. She lit a cigarette and took 
several furious puffs. “Come on,” she said, "take me 
up on my offer.” 

“Why should I ride with you?” I asked. 

“Let’s call it business.” 

“Why can’t we discuss It here?” 

She shook her head. “I want to tell you about one 
of your friends —" 
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Her voice chilled me. 

“One of my friends?” 

“Get in,” she said. ‘TU show you what we have in 
mind.” 

1 crawled into the front seat with her. 

She smelled good. But so did Cleopatra. 

The motor purred. We headed out on the mine 
road. She kept turning toward me. 

“You're not a bad-looking guy, Pete,” she said. 
“Why can’t we bury the hatchet and be Mends?” 

“You’ve got the hatchet,” I said. 

She laughed. She had an unusual voice, husky but 
soft “And you’re trying to get it from me,” she said. 

She looked something like Rose Narvek, both in 
face and in figure. However, she was at least a foot 
taller than Rose. 

She drove slowly. “You’re really not very sociable,” 
she said. 

"Give me cme good reason why I should be?” 

“A man usually shows that much respect for a 
woman.” 

"To a lady, yes. You’re no lady.” 

“You know something,” she answered, with a 
smile. ‘1 like a man who is brutally frank.” 

“You won’t like me for long.” 

We drove down into the pit I sniffed the dank air. 
'Ihe loading shovel was up ahead, a behemoth of 
steel, cable and ballast etched against the ni gh t sky. 
She stopped the car, set the emergency brake, turned 
off both ignition and lights. 

“I don’t rate too high with you, do I?” she said. 
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“You certainly don’t.” 

“You’ve been listening to your friend, Alice Kane, 
too much.” 

I gave her a blank look, "Who?” I said. 

“Well, you won’t listen to Alice any more," she 
declared, deliberately blowing smoke into my face, 
“that is, unless—” 

“Unless what?” I asked, with a show of indif¬ 
ference. 

"Unless you care to do business with us." 

“Is that a threat?" 

“No. Just a statement of fact” 

“Wiat if I don’t care to do business witti you—or 
your goons?” 

She swung about in the seat so that she half faced 
me. She really was a big woman—a forty-inch bust 
on a thirty-six-inch chassis. 

“It could be that your friaid, Alice Kane, might 
be reported as mysteriously missing.. 

“You wouldn’t dare!” 

‘TU dare anything—if the stakes are right" 

I tried to act tough. “I suppose you are getting a 
bit desperate, with your coal land running ouW 

“We’re not half as deperate as you and that Hans¬ 
ford girl wiU be, if you persist in holding out!” 

I poked a finger at her, “We’ll hold out never 
fear!” 

'1 don’t think you wiU!” 

She said it calmly, flatly. She oozed a sort of dead¬ 
ly confldence. “It would be interesting,” she went on, 
“if we reported that Alice Kane had been lured to 
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the Hansford fannhouse and burned to death In a 
fire you and Lori had started to cover up a crime.. 

It was so ridiculous that I wanted to lau^ in her 
face. 

But I did not 

“You must be reaHy desperate, trying to sell a yam 

as phony as that—*' 

“Of course we’re desperate. But we cart sell that 
yam.” She reached over and patted me on the twgh 
“Do you know why we can sell it? Because we have 
Alice Kane In deep freeze, where you can never find 
her. You can’t prove that story isn’t so. Once Alice 
comes up missing, the state’s attorney will buy it—” 

Alice had warned me about Lena Darvi. But I had 
not expected anything so vicious. I sat there, nyi' 
hands clenching into fists, looking at her white 
throat... 

She gave me a contemptuous grin. “If you’re think¬ 
ing of performing a little mayhem on my body, 
Pete,” she said, “remember that JubalsW and 
are both within hailing distance." 

“I think you’re bluflang,” I said. 

She was not She pressed her hom. Up ahead, two 
flashlights gleamed in respraise. 

It was something like Korea when Red snipers had 
us pinned down on a barren ridge. There had been no 
place to hide. Immediate, furious action had been 
necessary. 

If Johnny Blair were right Lena was a sexpot I 
moved closer to her. Very nonchalantly I kissed her 
lightly on the lips. “This moonlight is getting me,” 
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I said. “It's a darned ^ame wasting an evening like 
this.” 

She made no Immediate reply. Her eyes flicked 
over me. Finally, she said, “Ihis is so sudden,” 

I ignored the crack, “in Beirut,” I said, “there was 
a woman who could have been your sister. The same 
mass of licorice hair, the same deep-set eyes, the 
same curve to the mouth.” 1 sat back, eyed her face. 
“A woman’s mouth always intrigues me. She can use 
it to give the invitation in a dozen different ways. 
You have that kind of mouth, you know.” I tried a 
second kiss, still gentle. “This wmnan at Beirut—she 
was one of a caste of untouchables. Even a smUe at 
her would get you a dagger in your back some dark 
night. But just the same, she would come out on the 
beach and walk the sand, night after night, and the 
desire to tangle with her became a compulsion —” 
She ground her cigarette stub in the dashboard tray. 
I turned back to her, with my best grin. “Can't we 
let the business wait?” 

Before she could give an answer, I had my lips on 
hers. My kiss was more demanding this time. 1 still 
kept my hands at my side. I was playing it cooL 

She was cautious. I could read her thoughts. She 
was tingling but I could tdl she did not trust me 
worth a damn. 

“I like your perfume,” I said softly, 

“What is this, Pete?” she asked. “One of those 
•prisoner ate a hearty meal before the execution’ 
things?” 

I grinned. “No. Fm merely susceptible to beautiful 


101 



A BUNCH OF WOMEN 


women.” I caressed her face with my fingertips. ‘1 
can be indifferent just so long.” 

She smiled. She liked the flattery. 

The two goons were out there In Ihe dark. Unless 
Z came to terms with Lena, they would beat me into 
submission. 

It was an hour of decision. Lena and her goons 
were no longer bent on just harassment. This was the 
end of the road. This was the payoff. 

I tried another kiss. Suddenly, Lena went into 
action. She kissed me hard. Her breathing came 
faster. She pulled away abruptly. 

“That’s the way we could love, Pete," she said. 
'‘But business comes first" 

I threw up my hands as if resigned to my fate. 

“Ok^, you win. Brief me." 

“It’s very simple,” she said. “As you may know, we 
have possibly tm days of stripping left— 

“After which you’ll have a half-million dollars In 
idle equipment— 

She nodded. "Within twenty-four hours you will 
bring me a signed contract giving us an option to 
strip the coal under the three thousand acres of Hans* 
ford land—” 

“Or you push a button?” 

She pointed to the hulking outline of the dragline. 
Its huge crane was a black arm in the night “Drag¬ 
lines Eire the best gravediggers in the world. You 
should know that, Pete!” 

She spoke slowly, deliberately, letting eswih word 
sink in. 


102 



A BUNCH OF WOMEN 


‘*Each time that bucket dumps, it spills a railroad 
car full of earth—overburden, we call it in coal lan¬ 
guage. Three scoops and we have a mountain of dirt 
A dozen scoops, and we create a soil bank. Alice will 
be under one of those spoil banks, Pete—” 

It was lurid pulp fiction come to life. The heroine 
strapped to the railroad track In the path of the ex¬ 
press! 

But one look at Lena Darvi's face dissolved the 
illusion of fiction. She was a cruel woman. And a 
desperate woman. She would have made an admir¬ 
able matron at a Nazi gas oven. 

A drowning man clutches a straw. I kept looking 
for one that was not there. 

And then, suddenly, I found my straw. The car 
was heavy with perfume. I had taken it for granted 
that the perfume was the Dani woman’s. But it was 
not. It was the exotic stuff that AUoe Kane used on 
her own tawny body. 

It was the perfume Rose had detected on me the 
night I had had my bull session with Alice. 1 had 
held Aiiee in my arms, caressed her, and, in so doing, 
had absorbed some of the stuff on my clothes and 
body. 

The perfume odor In the ear told me something. 
Alice had been in the auto in the last hour or so! 

This thought set off another thought. They had 
probably imprisoned Alice in this vicinity. Perhaps 
even in the pit itself. But where? 

And then, suddenly, a picture surged up out of my 
unconscious mind. It was brief and fleeting, but clear. 
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When I had be^ up in the plane with Johnny, we 
had buzzed the men on the dragline. Just as I had 
pulled the Piper out of its steep dive, I had noticed 
that old farmhouse directly in the path of the Big 
Stripper. In another few days, that house would be 
demolished by one blow from that huge shovd and 
would become part of the spoil bank. 

lhat could be the spot where they had Alice Kane! 

I began to trmble. The goons were out there in 
the darkness, possibly fifteen yards from the car. One 
tiny sound, one signal, and they would come on the 
run. 

“Alice is too much of a woman to be under mte of 
those spoil banks,” I said. 

“I thought you would see it—that way,” she said. 

I got my lips on hers again and showed her what 
I hoped was a new trick hi the art of kissing. At least 
it had been new to me wh«i that little Beirut houil 
had demonstrated its dmnns. 

“Umm!” Darvi said. Her arms reached for me. 

The kiss continued. My hand crept down her body. 
I felt her tighten. My fingers played her body as if 
it were a piano. Johnny Blair was right The big 
woman was ready to go. She ^zzled like a hot wire. 
Our lips locked together. My hands went under her 
dress. 1 touched bare skin. 

Pulling my lips away, I whispered in her ear, 
“Honey, you’re the mostest— 

Her passion overcame her caution. Her lips mashed 
against mine. Her tongue was the fastest trip ham¬ 
mer I’d ever seen. 
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I began to sweat. It had to be the right spot, the 
right way, or else her scream would blast the night— 
My arm tightened around her shoulder. I pressured 
her mouth open. And then suddenly Z struck her with 
the edge of my hand. 

She did not make a sound. The nerve paralysis 
was complete. I said a silent prayer for the little Jap 
who had taught me the stunL 
I had ten seconds to escape. I let her fall back to 
the seat. 1 eased open the door. 

I slid out of the front seat and started to im 
I was about fifty feet away when she screamed. 
Flashlights came into action. There was the sound 
of running. 

But I had a diance now. And m make a humble 
admission. I’m a hell of a good runner! 
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1 crawled tiirou^ the Jun^ of tall horse weeds in 
the rear of the shacks, a foot at a time, listening, 
checking. The big Imperial had roared up and down 
the gloomy Coaltown street not once, but three times. 
My sports car stiU stood at the curb alongside Kay 
Narvek’s home. 

On its last trip, a man had dropped from the Im- 
periaL He had hurried Into the deep shadows across 
the street. I knew that he had his eye on the sports 
car, that he was hoping I would come back for it. 

I crawled very carefully iqi the back stoop of the 
Narvek house. I knocked lightly, just enough to be 
heard by anyone inside. I heard nothing but silence. 
I tried again. I heard the pad of bare feet 

The door inched open. Kay Narvek’s face locaned 
up, pale and concerned. 

"Kay,” I said, "This is Pete. TOll you let me in for 
a moment? Don’t turn on a light” 

The door swung open. “Are you all right Pete? 
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They took me to the tavern, forced me to idione you, 
told me what to say.” 

She was in a thin, revealing nightgown. She stood 
there, looking into my face. It would have been aw¬ 
fully easy to pull her into my arms. But at the 
moment I had other things on my mind. 

I briefed Kay about Darvl and Alice Kane. And 
about the man hiding across the street. 

“Do you have a phone?” I asked. 

“No, Pete.” 

“You’ve been working in the store for Johnny, 
haven’t you?” 

“Yes, between shifts at the cafe." 

“Do you have a key to the store?" 

She nodded. 

“Let me have it —** 

‘TU go along with you, Pete.” 

"All right Hurry up and get dressed.” 

She hurried to her bedroom, shedding the thin 
nightgown along the way. I had a fleeting gander at 
her naked body. And suddenly the desire built in me. 
I remembered the night when she and I had parked in 
the coal pit I was positive that Kay could be a lot 
of warm, loving, demanding woman. However, I kept 
firm control over my seething emotions. This was 
neither the time nor the place to test Kay’s sexual 
wares. 

She came back into the kitchen, buttoning her 
dress. She gave one toas of her head and her hair feu 
into place. She had the frightened look of a scared 
Uttle girL 
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“Can we get to the store without being seen from 
the street?" 

“I think so, Pete —" 

Creeping outside, we wiggled our way throt^ the 
horse weeds. Hie weed tangle finally ended. In front 
of us was a garbage dump and an old abandoned 
truck. We crawled up to the truck, then got to our 
feet The back door of Johnny's store was straight 
ahead. 

“Okay," I told Kay, and forged ahead. 

Loud and raucous noises came from the tavern. 
Didn’t those miners ever go home, or get tired of 
yelling their lungs out? 

I turned the key in the lock. I found the phone. I 
dialed, waited. It rang once, twice, three times— 
Then Rose’s sleepy voice. 

“This is Pete,” I said. 

“Where’s Johnny?” 

Her voice seemed tense. ‘Tete, there is someone 
out here, spying on the trailer. Lori and Johnny have 
slipped out the back way, trying to spot them —” 

The news sent a shiver through me. Ihe purpose of 
my call had been to ask Johnny to help me in my 
search for Alice. But now the picture had changed. 

I talked fast to Rose, telling her iriiat was what. 
“They’ve got Alice a prisoner somewhere. They’re 
not kidding this time. Fm going down into the coal 
pit again, before the sun comes out.” 

I hung iqp. I found Kay’s anxious face (Jose to my 
own. 

“There’s an old farmhouse in the path of the drag- 
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line,” I said. “It’s my guess that Alice Is being held 
there. They’ve givrai an ultimatum—if Lori doesn’t 
give than the option in twenty-four hours, they’ll 
let that dragline bury Alice and charge us with her 
murder—” 

Kay’s breath hissed between her teeth. “Pete, i^- 
it’s absolutely crazy!” 

“I know. 1 keep telling myself that it's just a night'* 
mare. But it isn’t It’s very reaL” 

lips still stung from the kisses of Laia Darvi. 
The woman had displayed the fierce passion of a 
female gorilla. She would kill me (m sight for having 
tricked her. 

I needed my sports car. I needed it desperately. But 
I did not dare to make a grab for it The moment I 
walked toward my jalopy, the man in the shadows 
would come for me. The chances were he would come 
with a gun. Lmia and her goons bad imdoubtecQy de¬ 
cided to stop fooling around. Matters now would be 
settled by bullets, not by fists. 

I pulled Kay Into my arms, kissed her. 

“Listen, honey. Listen good. Tm going down to that 
dragline via the back door. Here are the keys to the 
sports car. But don’t go after it until the sun comes 
up and you can see that the coast is dear. They’re 
still not brave enough to do anything drastic in the 
daytime—” I paused. She nodded. I went on, “Once 
you get the car, strike out for the north road, and 
wait for me on the blacktop. Get as dose to the drag¬ 
line as you can. If Alice is in that old farmhouse, ni 
get her out of the pit somehow, even if I have to 
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carry her up the shale banks. But well need that 
car—” 

Kay returned my kiss. She put her hands to my 
face. 

“Pete, you take care nowl” 

“Sure, kiddo.” 

She looked very wistful as 1 slipped out of the store. 
For some reason, I suddenly thought, one day she’ll 
marry a coal miner, and eadi morning, shell fed the 
same fear, wondering if hell stiU be alive by night. 

I had a flashlight but I did not want to risk using 
it. 1 made a wide detour of the pits, snaking my way 
toward the dragline. 1 walked to the rim and peered 
down. I saw the outline of the huge digger, the long 
boom etched against the sky. As softly as possible, 
I slid down the shale slope. 

I mts on the coal se£im now, thirty feet down. Not 
a light showed. Obviously no guards were around. 

My hand toudied cold sted. Ihe size of the drag¬ 
line belied description, once you were altmgside it. 
On its nameplate I made out the words, ‘*The Ace of 
Spades.” It was a perfect description for the machine. 
It was a killer. It had killed all the surrounding land. 
And unless I found Alice Kane, it would kill her, too. 

Somewhere shale rattled. I listened intently. There 
was no other sound, I worked to the left The old 
farmhouse suddenly loomed up out of the shadows. 
1 hunkered down, listening. 

If Alice were inside, there most certainly would be 
a guard. How to outsmart the guard? Ihat was the 
question. 
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The moon was past Its zenith. One side of the old 
house was bathed in soft light while the other sides 
were in deep shadows. 1 crept up close and tossed a 
rock at a window on the moonlit side. 

I was lucl^. The rock struck the window. Glass 
tinkled. 

The purpose of my rock-throwing stint was to alert 
the guard, to bring him to the door. 

I waited. Nothing happ^ed. 1 heaved another rock 
at the window. It missed, A third try landed, how¬ 
ever. 

Still no guard. I waited a bit longer, then stole 
up from the shadowy side, crept throi^h the door. 
Inside, the house was a shambles. The floor was lit¬ 
tered with debris. I stood still, listening. 

A mouse scampered across the floor. That was the 
only sound. 

I checked the house, room by room. I went down 
into the dirt cellar. I used my flashlight now. X 
climbed to the attic. I found lots of spider webs. That 
was all I foimd. 

There was no sign of Alice Kane, 

I felt a suige of terror. I had been so certain tiiat I 
would find Alice in this farmhouse. I did not know 
where else to look for her. And only twenty-four 
hours remained before the Darvi woman’s ultima¬ 
tum expired. Not even twfflity-four hours any more. 

I stood there, completely at a loss as to my next 
move. 

We had been so near victory, but they had made 
a last-ditch rally; wars were won that way. Two more 
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days—^three at the most—and they would have been 
through. 

Somewhere around this vicinity, they had Alice 
Kane a prisoner, AH they needed was to put her body 
in the path of the dragline. One bucket of overburden, 
and that would be the end of Alice. A dozen buckets, 
and she would be buried for eternity. 

I heard a car. It moved slowly, without lights. I 
scrambled up the slope, fighting the weeds and briars, 
to gain the blacktop. And suddenly there was my 
sports car with a \sWte-faced Kay at the wheel, 

I wanted to wallop her-^and 1 wanted to kiss her. 

“Honey,” I said. “You might have been killed—” 

She grinned up at me. *1 waited in the shadows 
until he left. Then X got the car and made the big 
detour.. 

1 kissed her. 

“Rose called back, just mc«nents after you left the 
store,” she said. “It wasn't Jubalski or Slezar loiter* 
Ing—^just two te^-agers, coon-hunting.” 

“WeU, that’s a relief...” 

“But there is something else,” Kay said. “Lori got 
a call—from them.” 

I went cold. “What did they want?” 

“Just a reminder—^twenty-four hours.” 

I gestured back at the old farmhouse. “Alice isn’t 
there.,.” 

Kay was silent 

Her lips twitched nervously. 

“What do we do now, Pete?” 

It was an unanswerable question. We were right 
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back where we had started from. Lena Darvi stiU 
hdd all the cards. 

I had turned to climb Into the sports car when it 
happened. 

The headlights of a truck dipped down Into the pit 

"Pete, look!” Kay’s fingers dug into my arm. 

“Cut the motor, get out of the car,” I told her. 
‘"ITiey can’t see us up here. We’ll wait it out” 

The truck wound down the coal service road, its 
lights swinging back and forth as it took the devi¬ 
ous curves. Making it to the flat coal seam, it came 
toward the dragline. The headl^ts suddenly blinked 
out The truck stopped. 

There was the sound of voices. I pulled Kay for¬ 
ward. We e^ed our way through the briars until we 
were directly opposite the dragline. We then crawled 
to the edge of the pit peered down. The machine was 
about thirty feet bdow us, its big boom almost over 
our heads. 

“They might see us, Pete," Kay whispered. 

“Not a diance,” I said- 

A light flashed on in the operating cab of the 
dragline. There was a whir of motors. 

“They’re starting up the machine!” Kay said. 
“That’s funny. This isn’t the usual time—even for an 
eiu*ly-moming shift.. 

The whine of the motors increased. Suddenly the 
boom moved. The big bucket came off the ground. 

There were two men at the truck. They raised the 
trunk lid, reached inside, and took out what seemed 
to be a heavy white bundle. 
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The two men carried their bundle to the edge of the 
spoil bank. Stooping, they dropped their burden to 
the ground. 

I went cold to the bone. My throat constricted. For 
a moment, I could not speak. A low moan started in 
Kay’s throat Her fingers tore into my arm. 

“Pete— Oh, God!” 

“She’s already dead!” I said. “They killed her.” 

The dragline flashed on a spotlight The light 
moved, focused on the white bundle on the ground. 

The dragline bucket dug into the earth, the boom* 
cable tightened, and suddenly the bucket was full of 
overburden. The boom moved toward that limp white 
object 

I felt the screech building up in Kay’s throat I 
slapped my hand over her mouth. 

“We can’t help her, honey!” I whispered. “Try not 
to look.” 

The terror of the moment was overwhelming. I had 
watched men die at the front 1 had seen death in 
many forms. But this was different This was mur* 
der, cold, methodical murder. 

The cable tightened. The big boom stopped. The 
trip clicked and the bucket spewed its tons of earth 
downward over that small white bundle. 

“Gioodbye, Alice.” I muttered to myself. 

We lay there, in helpless horror and watched that 
big machine dump ten loads of overburden on top of 
that new spoil bank. 

The motors finally died. The lights were switched 
off. A man climbed down from the operating cage. 
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He was joined by another man—and a woman. The 
three got Into the truck and drove back toward the 
gloomy street of Coaltown. 

Kay suddenly collapsed In hysteria. I ^pped her 
three times across the face. She snapped out of it. 

“We can’t hdp her any more, Kay!” I said. “Only 
one thing we must do.” 

Pulling Kay after me, I headed toward that new 
spoil bank. 

1 found a boulder about the size of a good-sized 
watermdon. I walked south ten steps, then laid down 
the big stone. 

I wanted to mark Alice Kane’s grave. 

We would need that grave very badly. We could 
uncover it at the proper time—to prove that we were 
not her murderers. 
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X HE state’s attorney was a young man with the 
stamp of a college man. He had a crew cut and an 
Ivy League suit. It was his first term in office. His 
name was Allan Hede. Accompanyir^ Hede was the 
sheriff, Dude Hawkins. Hede was youthful, friendly, 
cautious—and inquisitive. 

This was not an arrest, he told us. It was an hi* 
quiry. The Hede family was an old one in the neigh¬ 
borhood; so were the Hansfords. In fact, Alan Hede 
had gone to elementary school with Lori. They were 
old Mmds. 

“This is the most outrageous story Fve ever 
heard," young Hede said. “But we’ve got to dear it 
up." 

“Who made the charges?” Lori asked. 

“This woman at the strip mine.” He consulted his 
notebook. 

“Odd name—Lena Darvi.” 

“What are the exact charges?” I asked. 
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*11 seems that one of the woman’s business asso¬ 
ciates is missing. Name of Alice Kane. The Darvi 
woman charges that you, Lori Hansford, and you, 
Pete Donner, deliberately lured this Alice Kane to 
this homestead on the night of August twenty-fourth, 
killed her, then deliberately burned the house to con¬ 
sume her body—" 

“That fire was touched off by Darvl’s goons,” Lori 
replied. "It resulted in the death of my grandmother. 
We recovered her body, badly burned, but still recog- 
nizeible.” Loii pointed to the ruins of the burned 
house. *T don’t think you’ll find another body in the 
ruins, Allan." 

’T know I won’t, but 1 stilt have to Investigate, 
Lori, After all, the body could have been removed 
from the ruins and reburied somewhere dse.” 

“Logical,” I agreed. “But I have a better answer. 
I know where Alice Kane « buried. I saw them bury 
her. She wasn’t burned to death. And we didn’t kill 
her—^they did!” 

Hede’s eyes flickered in sharp interest “Can you 
prove that?” he asked. 

“Yes, I can prove it once we move about a hundred 
tons of dirt—” 

He gave me a piEzled look. “What’s that mean?’’ 
he asked. 

“Kay Narvek and I saw Alice Kane buried by that 
big dragline in the Kaneland pit She’s rinder a spoil 
bank. I marked the spot—” 

“Do you wish to file murder charges?” young 
Hede asked. 
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“Later.” 

Z took out my aerial photos, told him of my plan 
to take over the equipment as soon as the holding 
company pulled the rug out from, under Kandand. 
I told him, too, about the coming canalizatiMi of the 
river. “It’s a sure thing now,” I said. “And we’ve got 
three thousand aa%s of coal to get out>-43efore the 
water covers the land.” 

He nodded thoughtfully. “I get the picture now. 
That three thousand acres could be reason enough 
for them to murder.” 

“That’s it, on the nose,” I then went on, “Alice 
Kane was virtually their prisoner. But even so, I 
didn’t think they would actually harm her—at least 
not at this stage in the game.” 

“Perhaps they couldn’t handle her any longer,” 
Hede said. 

That set up a new thought When had they killed 
Alice? And where? They had probably killed her in 
the trailer and then had transported her body to the 
mine. 

But why had they killed her? What had actually 
triggered her death? 'That was something I had to 
find out 

Hede closed his briefcase. “When do you intend 
seeing the holding firm?” 

“First thing in the morning—^if you’ll allow me to 
go.. 

“I’U play along,” 

“Can you stall this Darvl woman—say for another 
thirty-six hours?” 
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He grinned ‘TU stall her.” 

He was an all-right guy, Allan Hede. 


Ihe next morning, Lori and I flew to St Louis. It 
turned out to be a momentous day. For once, things 
worked out in our favor. 

The holding company did not qtiibble a bit once 
I laid my cards on the table. 

The departmental head who listened to our story 
was a white-haired man named Frank Edwards. He 
seemed quite familiar with strip mining, both from 
the financial and production angles. 

Within an hour, Edwards and I became quite 
friendly. *T’ll confide something," he said, on« we 
were on our way towud an agreement. "These Kane- 
land people have had me worried since we inked the 
deal with them. Right now they are sixty days in 
arrears on equipment payments. So the foreclosing 
and transfer shouldn’t be too complicated,” 

Before 1 turned to go, I posed the big question: 

"When will we get the green light? I mean an 
actual green light—authority to go in and move that 
equipment to the Hansford land?” 

"Just as soon as we can get throxigh the legal 
channels," Edwards assured me. “In this particular 
instance, weH pull out all the stops, for it is to our 
mutual benefit One week should do the trick, Td 
say.” 

“That’s really good news,” I said. 

He fixed me with a thoughtful stare. 
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“You think there might be trouble with that DarvI 
woman, and those goons you mentioned?” 

“Nothing would surprise me. Fm really not afraid 
for myself, I am afraid though about what might 
happen to the equipment” 

“I was thinking about that,” he said. “Well send 
out a couple of men to keep an eye on things.” 

That was more good news. 
liOri and I walked out of Edwards* swank office, 
two strip miners. 


I made reservations for Lori In a downtown hoM. 
She wanted to stay on in St Louis for a couple of 
days. 

“Two?” the derk queried. 

“One,” I said. “The lady.” 

I gave Lori a quick kiss In the corridor, ‘TU see 
you back on the farm, Mrs. Donner,” 

She turned a startled face toward me. 

“What did you say?” she asked. 

“I called you Mrs. Donner. Do you like the name?” 

“When did this happen?” 

“I don’t know. But it happened. You and I are go* 
ing to hunt up a preacher as soon as we get this mpsg 
straightened out” 

“What made you change your mind, Pete?” 

She gave me a quick smile. 

“These last few days have aged me. Fm tired of 
roaming around. I want to settle down. I want to 
have a wife. I want to have kids.” 
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Lori smUed. “HI give you children/' she said. *TU 
give you all the children you want" 

She kissed me. It was a kiss that brionged in a 
bedroom, not in a hotel corridor. 

“I love you, Pete," she said. 

“I love you, too, Lori.” I grinned. 

“You know, that’s the first time I ever said that 
to a girt" 

‘Tm glad I was around when you decided to say 
It.” She kissed me again. “Be careful when you get 
back, Pete. The Darvi woman may be down—but 
she’s hardly out" 

“111 be very carefut Pve got a great deal to live 
for—now.” 

1 reached Lori’s trailer late that afternoon. I no 
sooner entered than the phone rang. It was Johnny 
Blair. 

"Rose just called me a few minutes ago," Johnny 
told me. “She wanted to know whether 1 had heard 
from you.” 

“What did Rose want?” 

“She wants to meet you.” 

“Where is she?” 

“At Alice Kane’s trailer,” 

I jumped. 

“What! Is she crazy?” 

“Take it easy,” Johnny said. ‘T had a beer at the 
tavern. I heard something. Darvi and Jubalski left 
posthaste for the city. That other guy Slezar, is 
down on the dragline. He looks like he’s drunk...” 

“What is Rose doing at the trailer?" 
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"Search me, Pete. She seemed awfully excited.” 

"If she you again, teU her I’m on my way,” I 
said. 


I did not deem it safe to take my car up the service 
road to the trailer. I parked in the woods, near the 
lake, and came up from the rear. , 

Darkness had fallen over the land. 1 worked my 
way up from the lake, taking my time, trying to keep 
as quiet as I could. 

'There was no Ught in the trailer. 1 wait in cau¬ 
tiously. There was no sign of Rose. I softly called out 
her name. I waited. I heard footsteps. A door 
opened. Rose Narvek flew into my arms. 

"Oh, Pete!" she said. “Am I glad to see you!” 

"You silly kid," I reprimanded her. “What are you 
doing here? Do you want to get killed?” 

She wordlessly pulled me to the window. 

“Let’s keep our eyes on the road,” she said, “In 
case they come.” 

“What gives, Rose?” 

‘Tii talk fast,” she said. “Friday night, about 
eight o’clock, Alice Kane came into Johnny’s store. 
She had DarVi with her. Alice bought a dollar’s worth 
of lunch meats. When that Blakdy boy wrapped up 
the meat, she slipped a foided doliar bill into his 
hand, and four peimies for the tax. The right change. 
Then Alice went out, followed by the Darvi woman.” 

“That means Alice was still alive at eight o’clock. 
Friday night.,.” 
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Rose nodded. “When this boy unfolded the dollar 
bill to put in the register, he found a note inside. He’s 
not too bright. He couldn’t quite figure it out—” 

“What was in the note?” 

“ "Itell Pete my perfume bottle is empty—the big 
one on my dressing table.* That was vsdiat the note 
said.” 

I stared blankly at Rose. I shook my head. 

“That doesn’t make sense,” I said slowly. 

“It didn’t make sense to me, either, at first. But I 
kept thinking about it Finally, I dedded to come up 
and check while Darvi was away..,” 

“You coiild have got your head brokoi,” I said. 

‘Tollow me, Pete,” she said. She pulled me into 
a bedroom. There, on the dresser, was a large per¬ 
fume decanter. 

“Take off the cap,” Rose said. 

1 unscrewed the atomizer on the bottle. There was 
a piece of folded paper inside the jar. I took it out 
unfolded it It was a note to me from Alice Kane. 

‘Tete—I feel I won’t be here much longer. They’re 
desperate. I saw JubalsM slip a gun into Darvi’s 
dresser drawer. If anything happens to me, look for 
this gun. Look for a bullet hole in the trailer. I heard 
them talking. They’re going to do something to me, 
then try to blame it on you—^I can’t write more, 
Darvi is out of the bathtub—” 

I read and reread the note. Rose again clutdied 
me by the hand and pulled me into a second bedroom. 
She pulled out the top drawer of a small dresser. She 
lifted up some linen—and there was the gun. 
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“Don’t touch it!” I warned Rose. “You didn’t pick 
it up, did you?” 

“Of course not!” 

I got my handkerchief, wrapped it around the gun, 
and slipped it into my pocket It was a snub-nosed 
thirty-two. 'There was a Uttle tube on the end of the 
barrel—a sileicer, 

“This is probably the gun they used to kill Alice,” 
Z said. A thought struck me. If this were indeed the 
murder gun, why had they been so foolish as to leave 
it behind like this? Why hadn’t they got rid of it? 

I came up with a quick answer, an obvious answer. 
The Darvi dame had further use for this gun. She did 
not want as yet to ditch it or bury it in the spoil 
banks. 

I backed up toward the door. 

“Go over to the bed, Rose.” 

She obeyed my request I continued: “Now, say 
you were lying down on the bed and someone came 
through this door with a gun. What would you do?” 

‘Td tay to get up and—” 

“Exactly. And if they shot you while you were in a 
raised position, the bxillet might be lodged back 
here.. 

The bed was an ornate affair, I diec^ed it for 
blood. There was none. That, of course, meant noth¬ 
ing. They could have changed the linen. 

I next examined the drapes hanging against the 
weiU. I checked them, pulling apart each fold in turn. 

At last I found what I was looking for—a tiny, 
smudged hole in the velvety cloth. I pimhed the drape 


124 



A BUNCH OF WOMEN 


to one side. 'Hiere In the plywood wall, was the 
smashed bullet. I dug it out very carefully and then 
slipped it into my pocket 

We had the evidence we needed. We had the gun. 
We had the bullet 

I felt a sudden tug on my arm. It was Rose. 
“They’re coming!” she whispered. “They’re aaning!" 

We went out of the bedroom on the double. Glano* 
ing out the window, I saw a flare of lights as a car 
came up the service road. Rose and 1 made a hurried 
exit through the back door. We ran toward my car 
near the lake. 

Once in the car, 1 h^ded along a lane through the 
woods. I wanted to stay dear of the service road. 
When I thought we were safe, I pulled up, turned off 
the key. My hand was shaking. I needed a cigarette 
badly. So did Rose, We sat there for a long time, 
puffing away on our cigarettes, both of us alone with 
our own thoughts. 

Suddenly Rose was in my arms. 

“Hold me tight, Pete,” she said quietly. “I need 
you.” 

It was no act on her part. I felt the trembling in 
her body. 

“When you puHed that bullet out of the wall,” die 
said, “everything suddenly hit home. They really 
killed that poor girL Shot her dead.” 

“Yes,” I said. 

'T didn’t know things like that happen.. 

“They happen. We have proof of it” 

She shuddered. Her arms tightened about me. 
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I did not try to pull away. I owed a lot to Rose. She 
had been a real Mend. If she wanted me to mafei* love 
to her, I would make love to her. 

“I never really knew Alice Kane," Rose said. “1 
believed all the lies they said of her. I cursed her. I'm 
so sorry for her.” 

“I didn’t know her either—until one night..." 

Her eyes went to mine. 

"Did you love her, Pete?” 

"No. Just admired her.” 

Her lips came cm mine. 

“Pete, kiss me back...” 

I kissed her. It was a tentative sort of a kiss. I 
suddenly felt like a trespasser. She belonged to 
Johnny. And, frankly, I was not interested any more 
in playing the field. 

She whispered in my ear. “Shall we go all the way, 
Pete—the last time for both of us?” 

“You really going to marry Johnny?” 

She nodded. 

“You going to tell him—about this?” 

“I never ask him—^he never asks me. Besides, we’re 
not married yet.” 

Pm not married yet either, I fiiought. 

“Pete,” she whispered. “Don’t fiiink so much. Just 
hold me.” 

I held her. She was an awful lot of woman. I ca¬ 
ressed her. My mouth slipped from her lips to her 
neck. Neither of us had any Qualms of conscience. 
She wanted me. I wanted her. She was no wanton. 
She merely wanted something and saw no reason 


126 



A BUNCH OF WOMEN 

why she should not take it. In her own way, she was 
as direct as a man. 

She pushed my head deeper Into her bosom. The 
tautness was there. I could hear her heart hammer^ 
ing. 

Our lovemaking increased in Intensity. Rose’s lips 
started a savage tempo that was pure madness. 
Suddenly, the world exploded about us. She lay in my 
arms, exhausted, hot, moist, the tautness still In her. 

In moments, it started all over again. The second 
time, it was just as furious, just as maddening as the 
first. When it was over, I told Rose, “You’re a match 
for any man, honey,” 

“Did I give you a good time, Pete?” 

“The best To tell the truth, I envy Johnny Blair. 
He’s got it made the rest his life.” I started the 
engine. 

We did not talk much as we drove back to Coal- 
town. 1 kept my eyes peeled for that ImperiaL 

“Pete, did Johnny teU you about Darvi?” 

“Tell me what?” 

“She’s—different...” 

I shrugged. 

“She’s worse than that” I said, “she’s a mur¬ 
deress ...” 

I took Rose to the door. “You keep dose to Johnny, 
do you hear?” 

“I’ll always remember tonight Pete,” die said. 

“Johnny will make you forget,” I replied. *T have 
a suspicion he’s a better man than I am.” 
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jn S he had promised, Frank Edwards sent two men 
to Coaltown to see that there would be no sabotage 
of the stripping equipment before the transfer could 
be effected. 

Edwards’ two men were very capable. One of them, 
Gregory Post, was about my age. He was a heavy 
fellow, tadtum, but with very alert eyes. Jim HaU, 
his sidekick, was an older man, diubby, with an easy 
smile. But Hall’s easy smile was pure deception. If 1 
had him pegged right, he 'wbs a rough, toi^ hombre. 

One evening, accompanied by Post and Hall, I 
walked into the Coaltown saloon. As usual, the place 
was crowded. 

I went up to the counter and told the bartender to 
hand out a bottle of beer to everyone in the room. 
1 told him further that 1 wanted to speak to the men 
in the bar. He nodded. He suddenly banged down his 
ham of a fist on the counter. “Shut up, you guys ! Mr. 
Donner wants to say something!” 
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Snence fell over the room. All eyes turned to me. 
I hopped on top of a chair. 

“Each of you will get a free bottle of beer,” I 
announced. ‘The drinks are on the new Hansford 
Mining Company,” 

My simple statement stunned them. 

All over the room, mouths popped open in sheer 
surprise. 

“Today was tilie last day of operation for Kane* 
land Coal,” I said. “I hope you all get paid. Starting 
tomorrow morning, this pit will be under new man¬ 
agement, new ownership. 'Ihe equipment will be 
moved to the Hansford land.” 

Ihe men were now looking at each other in be- 
wilderment 

“Who says so?” a voice called out 

“I do,” I said calmly. "I represent Miss Lori Hans¬ 
ford, who has purchased the Kaneland equipment 
as of today." 

“Maybe we don’t want to work for you,” anotiier 
voice said. 

I kept calm. T can’t make you work. But Fm 
offering each of you a job comparable to your old 
one. And there's something else—^we’re offerlr^ a 
bonus for increased production. We’ve got three thou¬ 
sand acres of coal to strip in ninety days, before they 
flood the basin...” 

“That’s your lookout buddy, not ours,” a third 
voice cried out “If we don’t want to work for you, 
we won’t” 

“That’s your own prerogratlve,” I said. “Coal 
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miners are a dime a doz^ in this area. I believe edl 

you are aware of that” 

Abrawny young man came up to me, stuck out his 
hand. ‘Tm Anton Zherek, Donner. 1 nm the drag¬ 
line. in work.” 

Zherek broke the ice. A second man approached, 
Ihen a third. Soon, a line had formed. Most of the 
men present seemed eager to work for us. The oppo¬ 
sition died down. 

‘Tm looking for two men,” I said. “Mike Jubalskl 
and Nick Slezar.” 

Shoulders shru^ed. 

No one spoke tip. 

“What you want those trouble-makers for?” 
Zherek asked finally. 

‘Tve got a message for them,” I said. "And I’m 
also looking for a woman, Lena Darvt” 

Again shoulders shrugged. 

“Do any of you know Alice Kane?” I asked. 

Sure, sure, they knew Alice Kane! Many had 
known her old man, had worked under him. 

I waited imtil the hubbub had subsided. 

“Alice Kane is dead!” I said. “She’s buried under a 
^il bank.” 

Zherek grabbed my shoulder. He was a big man. 
“What you say, Donner?” 

“I’ll repeat it” I said. “Alice Kane Is dead. Jubal- 
ski, Slezar and Darvi killed her!” 

The crowd moved in on me. 

“How you know?” said a man. 

“We know. The sheriff and the state’s attorney 
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will be here at eight o’dock tomorrow morning. I 
want volunteers to move that spoil bank.” 

“I will volunteer,” smd Zherek. 

“Me, too," said an older man. “I knew her father.” 

“Count me in,” said another man. 

I turned to Zherek; ‘TU put you in diarge, Anton. 
Get all the volunteers you can,” 

“Leave everything to me," the miner replied. ‘1 
hate Jubalski and Slezar. I will be happy to prove 
they are murderers.” 


Allan Hede and Sheriff Hawkins were both on 
hand the following morning. So was Frank Edwards 
of the holding company. Edwards had brought the 
transfer papers. Lori had inked the necessary forms. 
She and I were now in business together as the new 
Hansford Mining Company. 

Strangely enough, neither Lena Darvi nor her 
two goons were on hand to protest the action. 

Perhaps it was not strange at aU, There was a 
murder warrant out for them. 

The dragline and the loading shovel were at the 
extreme north boundary of the strip mine. Moving 
this monstrous machinery, backtracking on its own 
crawlers, was a slow job. It was midaftemoon before 
the dragline was brought to the spot where Alice 
Kane lay bmied. 

I told Allan Hede: *T used this boulder to mark 
the position. You’li find her about thirty yards to the 
south.” 
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The big Pole, Anton Zberek, grasped my shoul¬ 
der. 

“W^ brother, Joe, Is foreman here," he said. "You 
do not worry, Pete. We go into that dirt, soft as a 
baby’s hand—until we find her." 

Z patted his shoidder. *Tm depending on you, An¬ 
ton. You keep the boys in line—you be my head 
man!" 

His bojdsh face beamed. 

"How long will it take?” I asked, pointing to the 
spoil bank. 

It was a terrific pile of dirt and idiale. Ihey had 
piled tons and tons of overburden on Alice’s grave. 
Anton looked at his watch, at the sun, 

"We won’t get to her tonight,” he said. “Maybe 
by ten in the morning.” 

I grasped Lori’s hand and led her to the sports car. 
I suddenly remembered something. I called to Allan 
Hede. As he approached, I said: "I have a couple of 
presents for you,” 

I handed him both the gun and the bullet we had 
found in the trailer. I explained to him how we had 
happened to come across the two items. Hede nodded, 

"This is pretty damn good evidence,” he said. 
"Looks now like Darvi and the two goons have really 
taken it on the lam.” 

“You’ve got to catch them," I said. 

"Never fear, we wUL” 

"I’m afraid for Lori,” I admitted “So we’re going 
into town and do something that is Inevitable—get 
married Then I’ll keep her at my side." 
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“WeD, congrats to botb of you!” Hede said. He 
meant it, too. 

Lori stared at me. ^e was obviously taken aback. 

I like this!” she exdalmed, her eyes spar¬ 
kling. “Don’t X have anything to say about this at 
all?” 

I gave her a peck on her nose. "Not a sin^ thing!” 

I started the motor. 

‘‘Where are we headed for?” Lori asked. 

“We’ll need two witnesses for the ceremony. How 
about Rose and Johnny?” 

Lori reached over and kissed me. “Honey, you’re 
really serious about this? I mean, about getting 
married this afternoon?” 

“Grimly serious. And I wisi’t take any backtalk, 
either.” 

“But why the wild rush?” 

I was frank. “Because Tm Eifraid to leave you out 
of my sight for one single minute, until we nab those 
goons and Darvi.” 

She grinned at me. “You’re so considerate,” she 
said. “I thou^t maybe you wanted to marry me be¬ 
cause you love me.” 

“No such luck.” 1 grinned back. ‘1 love your 
money, not you.” 

“What money?” she said with a smile. 

“You’ll have it, don’t worry,” I said. 

Someone waved just as we were about to pull out. 
It was Anton Zherek. Anton had something on his 
mind. 
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'‘Pete ” he began, “sometiiing keeps bothering me. 
rve been on this dra^ine from the beginning, almost 
three years ago. Every man working here knows 
we’ve mined more than a million tons of coal in that 
time. TheyVe sold that coal at good market prices. 
They made lots of money. But they did not have 
enough to pay off the men. Where is the money?” 

“The men didn’t receive their last check?” I asked. 

“Hie last two checks,” he replied. 

I stared thou^tfuUy at Anton. Did Darvi have a 
lot of big greenbacks salted away somewhere? In the 
trailer, peiiiaps? Or in some deposit box in some 
distant bank? If so, then why had she not used the 
money to keep the equipment from being sold right 
frmn under her feet? 

And then suddenly I thought of something else. 

“That copter, Anton. The one that flew around 
every day. Do you know where they keep it?” 

“No," he said. “Nobody knows.” 

“I bet they used that whirlybird for their get¬ 
away," I said. 

Anton nodded slowly. 

“I bet," he said thoughtfully, “that’s why they 
kept it whereabouts so secret They had this all 
planned.” ;f' 

“1 don’t think that things,worked out the way 
Darvi planned. My guess is that it was kept in the 
event of an emeigeray. And the emergency came up. 
If my guess is right And a lot of clues lying 
about” 

Lori and I were married that afternoon in Byers- 
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burgi Johnny Blair and Rose Narvdi were our wit¬ 
nesses. 

“Well, honey,” I told Lori, after the ceremony, 
“you’ve got yourself a husband.” 

“And you’ve got yourself a wife,” Lori replied. She 
gave me a swift, inquisitive glance. “How does it feel, 
Pete?” 

“I’m feeling no pain,” I replied. 

“That will come later,” Johnny said with a grin, 

“Johnny and me—^we will be next,” declared Rose. 

The four of us had dinner in Byersburg. After, 
making with the appropriate festivities, we headed 
back to Coaltown. I dropped Johnny and Rose off at 
the Narvek home. 

Alone with Lori, I beaded the car down the black¬ 
top, along the north perimeter of the stripped area, 

“Where in the world are you going?” Lori asked. 

“I want to take a look at Alice’s grave.” 

Lori looked away, “Is this the proper time for that, 
Pete? After ah, it is our wedding night...” 

‘Tt’s the proper time all right I Just want to re¬ 
mind myself not to be too happy—until her murder¬ 
ers are brought to justice.” 

Lori feh shent Finally she said; “You liked her, 
Pete?" 

“Yes, I liked her.” 

“You liked her very much?” 

“Yes. Very much.” 

Her eyes searched mine. “Did you love her?” 

“No,” I said. “I did not love her,” 

I puhed up near the spoil bank marked by my 
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boulder. Hie dragline had deeply eaten into the earth 
but hours of work remained before it would reach 
Alice’s body. 

The scene looked grim, foreboding. The quietness, 
the emptiness of the night added to the mdandioly 
sombemess a£ the scene. The huge dragline sat there, 
a behemoth of steel, a cold, impersonal robot. 

We scrambled down the ^ope to the coal seam. 
There was no purpc^ in doii^ what we were doing. 
It was an act of the greatest morbidity. And yet, I 
had to do it I had to show Alice Kane that ^e was 
not alone, that I remembered her, that I thought 
about her. 

I suddenly saw Lori’s body sway lightly. 

*Take me away from here, Pete,” she whispered. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

“Take me away,” she repeated. “There’s death 
here.” 

I placed an arm aroimd her Moulder. Her body was 
trembling. “Easy, honey, easy.” 

*T can’t bear it, Pete. Please. Let’s go.” 

I picked her up and carried her back to the car. 
She was soft and lovable in my arms. 

“You’ve killed our wedding night" she whispered. 

“Honey,” I repUed. “I killed nothing.” 

1 mashed my lips against hers. There was no hesL 
tation in her response. Her desire was as great as my 
own. Maybe death had made her realize that bliss 
should not be postponed. I had come to that con¬ 
clusion long ago. 

Since that first day of meeting at the sw imming 
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hole, we had teased each other. I had tasted her kisses 
but nothing more. Z had felt the warmth of her em¬ 
brace, the feminine softness of her. She had teased 
me with her lips, her tempting body, in a dozen dif¬ 
ferent ways. Yet she had teased me, I had always 
felt in order to use me, in order to keep alive my 
interest in her and make sure that I was on her 
side in her struggle against terror. 

But now the teasing had come to an end. Lacked 
in each other’s arms, we were as close £is two people 
can get No inhibitions. No restraints. 

The kiss built into a moment of nerve-tingling 
ecstasy. Tiiere was no holding back, no rationing 
of emotions. An uncontrollable fever swept both of us. 

Suddenly, Loii pulled away. Her blue eyes found 
mine. 

“Pete, Fve never felt like this before." 

“It’s about time you did." 

“It frightens me.” 

“It’s'a God-given pleasure, honey. Don’t be afraid 
of it” 

“If I let go, win you—will you think of me as some¬ 
one wanton, someone—?" 

I did not let her complete the sentence. 

“If you don’t let go, I’ll beat your brains in. I want 
you to make love to me with everything you've got! 
Everything!” 

“I feel so brazen.. 

“Don’t talk like a kid.” 

Her lips were dose to my ear. “A hot fire bums 
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In me, Pete! It*s been smoldering for a long, long 
time. Tve never let it flare up. But tonight—” 
“Tonight you blaze, honey,” I said 
She awaited me, lips aflame. The fire within her 
soared up out of control. My hands went to her 
breasts. She moaned deep in her throat 
I knew a thrill I had never experienced with Rose 
or Kay or Alice. With them, it had been sex without 
love. This was sex with love. Some day Lori would 
be the mother of my son or my daughter. She be¬ 
longed to me. She was mine, all mine, forever and 
ever more. 

Lori now became like a wild woman. She clutched 
my shoulders, my face. She ev«i pulled my hair. The 
fire had spread to every part of her body. 1 kissed 
her breasts, first one, then the other. She arched to 
meet me, her hands forcing me closer. Her nipples 
were hard and swollen. I touched them with my 
tongue. Her hands became frantic in their caresses. 

And at hist we joined violently together. She 
winced in pain, but her desire was greater than her 
hurt She met each movement of mine with one of her 
own, making love with an abandonment that curled 
the air about us. 

Finally, it was over. She lay limp in my arms, her 
body quivering and moist her heart hammering 
madly under the still-taut breasts. 

“Pete,” she whisirered. "It wasn’t real. It coiddn’t 
be real. It must be a dream,” 

“It’s no dream, honey.” I grinned at her. "See what 
you’ve been missing?” 
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She turned soft eyes toward me. 

“I don’t think I could have fdt this with another 
man. Fm glad I waited for you, Pete.” 

“Fm glad I waited for you, too,” I said. I smiled 
at her look. “To get married, I mean.” 

”How do I compare to the others?” 

“They’re not in your class,” I said. 

'T mean—areally?” 

*T mean really,” I replied, 

“You make me proud of my body.” 

“You ought to be proud of it You have a very 
beautiful body.” 

She smiled. “Take me again, Pete.” 

*‘Yours to command, dear wife.” 

And so I took her again. The stars brightened, ex¬ 
ploded and rained down in our fiery finale. 
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X HE rsdn started early the next morning. It did not 
stop. The dragline kept scooping up the muck but the 
slippery, muddy terrain slowed down the operation 
quite a bit. 

It was nearly quitting time when the big bucket 
neared the spot of death. Men now went at the job 
with spades and shovels. 

An ambulance stood by. The state’s attorney and 
the sheriff patiently waited. 

Anton Zherek bossed the work. He drove the men 
without letup. I had respect for this big Pole with the 
boyish face. He knew coal mining—all phases of it. 
And he knew how to handle men. 

Johnny Blair’s face was pale as he watched the 
men d^. They were getting close now. Ihey could 
not be more than a few feet away from the body of 
Alice Kane. 

I had left Lori at the homestead trailer. She had 
Rose and Kay for company. This was no place for a 
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woman. The rain poured down in an atmosphere of 
utter gloom. 

Sunset was a half‘hour away when the sun sudden¬ 
ly broke through. The storm was over. 

Anton Zherek gave a great ^out. He waved at the 
ambulance. The ambulance men waded in, carrying 
a stretcher. 

Out of the earth came a tarp-wrapped bundle, a 
bundle that concealed a once-beautiful, once very 
vital woman. 

The crowd pushed in dose. The sheriff waved them 
back. The bundle was placed on a stretcher. The 
stretcher was carried back to the ambidance. 

At long last, Hede reached down and uncovered 
the body. 

Everyone froze. 

The body was not that of Alice Kane. 

The body of Lena Darvi lay on that stretcher. 

My head reeled. I was momentarily paralyzed with 
shock. It did not make sense. 1 had seen the note that 
Alice had written in the trailer, the note I had taken 
from her perfume bottle. She had plainly intimated 
that she was expecting death any second. And I 
had found a bullet in the wall back of her bed. And 
Rose had found the gun. 

Had Alice played a hoax on me? Had she played 
me for a fool all the way? It was possible. Highly 
possible. But I could not buy this version. I simply 
could not buy it 

1 looked up to find Hede staring at me. “What do 
you make of it now, Pete?” 
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I ^ook my head dumbly. 

“I don’t know. I really don’t know.. 

“Where’s Alice Kane?" 

*Tm asking myself the same question." 

“Is she alive or dead?” 

“I wouldn’t even dare make a guess.” 

“jubalski and Slezar could have killed both of 
them. 

“TTiey could have, indeed,” I said slowly. “There’s 
got to be something big behind this.. 

We returned to Coaltown, wet and hungry. We 
headed for the tavern. 

And then suddenly a woman Mrged out of the 
saloon. She ran toward us. I pulled up my car. Tie 
woman was middle-aged, thick of hip and bust. 

“Sam’s wifel” Johnny said. 

“The bartender’s?” 

'Hie woman was at the side of the car iiow. There 
were bruises on her face. There was fire in her eyes. 

“Big Sam is gone!” she screamed. “He beat me—he 
took the suitcase—^he is gone for good—” 

At the moment I had very little interest in Sam, 
or in Sam’s marital difficulties. This was a family 
scrap. I wanted no part of it. 

“He’s gone—^to the cave,” she continued. 

A bee bused in my mind. I saw Johnny’s sudden 
interest 

“You mean file old quarry caves?” he Eisked. 

She nodded. “The copter, she is inside the cave.” 

"Go back home,” Johnny urged. "We will go after 
Sam," 
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“You bring him back!” she vraUed, 

The plot had thickened. But there was solution in 
sight Only one thing was certain. Lena Darvi’s plans 
had backfired. The killer had beccnne the killed. But 
who had turned the tables on her? And why? 

I tried to figure it out 

Could the two goons have killed Lena Darvl? 

What if JubalsM and Slezar had been partners 
with Darvi? What if there had been a three-way 
split? What if Darvi, at the last moment had held 
out on her associates? What if she had refused to go 
along on the three-way split and had tried to shave 
them down to a lower denominator. What if the two 
goons had then turned on her, kiiim g her instead of 
Alice Kane? 

My reasoning made on^ partial sense. Only partlaL 
Why should the goons spare Alice Kane? What was 
so special about Alice? Hie chances were they had 
probably killed Alice, too. 

A question nudged me. What was the connection 
between the two goons and Big Sam? Why was Big 
Sam heading toward the limestone quarries? To es¬ 
cape in the copter? Had he been the pilot of the 
whirlybird? It did not ring true. Sam was a salocm 
keeper, not a flyer. 

‘Tie could have flown a copter in tiie war,” a little 
voice said. *'What’s so unusual about flying a whirly¬ 
bird? Even women fly them with ease.” 

Big Sam had fled with his suitcase. That meant 
that he was taking off for good. Why was he running 
away like this? No one had ever connected him with 
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JubalsM, Slezar or Darvl. Was it jtist clothes that 
the bartender was carrying in his suitcase? 


We drove down toward the river. I recognized 
this area. Johnny and I had flown over the site. EYom 
the air it looked like a number of big potholes in the 
side of a bluff. But in reality it was a worked-out 
limestone quarry. Huge caverns had been etched into 
the limestone bluff. The quarry itself had been aban¬ 
doned. The great caverns were high and wide, pro¬ 
viding ample space for a whirlybird, or any other 
type of small plane, for that matter. 

“Let’s park and walk in,” Johnny suggested. “It 
might be safer.” 

We were sliding out of the car when the flrst shot 
rang out. 

It came from the cavern up ahead. We hugged the 
shadows. Three more shots, fired in quick succession, 
blasted the air. 

A man stumbled out of the cavern, collapsed. 

We saw the whirlybird inching out of the huge 
opening. Ihere was no sound of a motor. EMdently, 
it was being pushed. The copter came out into the 
clear. A man mounted to the bubble. He worked at 
the controls. Suddenly the rotors started to spin. 

Ihe first man, who had collapsed, lifted himself 
to his knees. He began to crawl toweird the whirly¬ 
bird. 

“Come on!” I said to Johnny. We ran toward the 
cavern entrance, buying the wall The man on his 
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knees pointed a gun at tibe copter. Ilie gun blazed 
once, twice. Then the man caved in, falling forward 
on his face. 

“That’s Sam in the i«dilrlyblrd!” Johnny shouted. 
“He’s getting away!” 

1 raced to the side of the fallen man. I scooped up 
his gun, whirled about. 

Tlie copter, roaring off, sent back a terrific dust 
cloud. I could not see the machine itself, just the dust. 
But I knew one thing. The plane had to rise vertically 
to clear the little box canyon. I pointed the gun at 
what 1 hoped was the bubble, pressed the trigger. 

There wae two shots left. 

Johnny tan toward the second figure, deep Inride 
the cavern. The copter, about thirty feet from the 
ground, cleared the rocks safely. The dust cloud 
lessened. 

The light was dim, but it seemed to me that the 
man at the controls suddenly riumped forward. 

I was right. The copter dipped, hovered for a mo¬ 
ment like some nesting bird, then crashed into the 
rock face. 

I ran to the scene and pulled the man out of the 
bubble before fire could start I grabbed a black 
bag and flung it to one side. I carried the man off just 
as the pkuie burst into flam^ 

Big Sam would have no further need for his greasy 
apron. There was a widening spot of red on his shirt 
A bullet had slammed through his fleshy chest He 
was dead within seconds. 
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I found Johnny inside the cavern. A man lay at his 
feet “It’s Slezar," Johnny told me. “He’s dead.” 

‘"Ihe man outside?” 

"Jubalski. And he’s not dead.” 

“Good. At least one of them wUl stand triaL” 

A shuffling noise came from within the cavern. 
Johnny and I looked at each other, 

“Sounds like somebody,” said Johnny. 

“Let’s go look.” 

We found Alice Kane, bound and gagged. We 
ripped off the bonds, tore out the gag. Alice was very 
much alive, very mudi hystericaL 

I picked her up and sirried her out of the cavern. 
It was almost too good to be true. “Pete,” die mut¬ 
tered. “Pete.. 

I held her tight, kissed her pale lips. 

"Dcai’t talk,” I said, “Don’t talk.” 

“Pete,” she said, “they—” 

I dosed her lips with my lips. “Later, Alice. Not 
now.” 

Two cars drove up. Men tumbled out of them. I 
recognized Zherek, Hede, the sheriff. 

“We found Alice alive,” I told Hede. *Tm rushing 
her to our trailer. Sam’s dead, so is Slezar, but Jubal¬ 
ski is alive—” 

Zherek gave a cry. He pointed at Sam’s black bag. 
It had burst wide open vdien I had tossed it from 
the copter. It was stuffed with greenbacks. 

We sat in the trailer, drinking coffee. The trailer. 
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at this moment, was a bit overcrowded There was 
Rose and Kay, Allan Hede, Johnny, Lori and me. 
Alice was propped up on a couch. Some of the old 
color was back in her wan face now. 

“I suppose you might call it cheaters cheating 
cheaters,” Alice was saying. ‘T was all ready to be 
on the receiving end of Darvi’s gun. Then Slasar and 
Jubalski had a bitter quarrel with Darvi, 1 think it 
was about the split Evidently Darvi had held back 
on a lot of money. The two goons wanted an equal 
split When they found out she had made plans to run 
out on them, she got the slug that was intended for 
me.” 

'"But why didn’t they kin you at the same time?” 
I asked 

Alice shuddered 

“They presumed I knew where Darvi had the 
money hidden. Once I realized this, I knew that it 
was my only hope of staying alive. So 1 wouldi’t 
talk —” 

“Good girll” Allan Hede said 

“There was a woman present when Darvi 
buried,” I said 

“Who was she? Do you know?” 

Alice’s face sobered A shiver ran through her 
body. 

‘It was me,” she said her voice barely audible. 
“They made me come along. They didn’t dare leave 
me alone.” 

“So that was it, eh? One more question, Alice, 
Where did Sam fit into the picture?” 
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Alice’s smile was faint "It was only in the last few 
days that I finally found out the real score. Darvi 
and Sam were in it together, right from the start 
Jubalski and Slezar were merely the tools, doing the 
heavy work." 

“Then Sam had the money at the saloon?” 

Alice nodded. “When they uncovered Darvi’s body, 
he knew the score. He was low man on the totem pole 
now. So he grabbed the money and headed for the 
quarry, thinking he could escape in the whirlybird.” 

“EMdently he didn’t suspect the goons would be 
there, waiting for him.” 

“Exactly, He came in, threw the bag into the 
copter, and started to push it out of the cave. Then 
Jubalski and Slezar went for their guns. And Sam 
went for his. You know the rest” 


It began to rain again during the night However, 
it cleared by morning. 

We stood on the knob as the big dragline slowly 
inched its way towaiil the Hansford land. In front 
of the dragline, a huge caterpillar tractor pushed 
through the muck, blazing a road. Everyone was at 
work. 

Alice and Lori, side by side, watched the operation. 
Lori and I had extended the partnership to include 
Alice. It was only fair. 

Just an hour before, Lori had received a special- 
delivery letter from the Corps of Army Engineei’s. 
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Its substance boiled down to two blunt words:; 
“Ninety days!” 

“That means working around the dock, day and 
night, seven days every week,” Alice said. 

“Will it be worth it?" asked Lori. ‘T know some¬ 
thing about farming. Nothing about strip mining.” 

“In ninety days," Alice said, “well be rich enou^ 
to retire—if this is handled right” 

“After all,” I joined in, "we merely sit by, watch 
the lake develop—and go fishing every day.” 

“A wonderful future,” Lori said. “Do you think we 
might be able to raise a few children in the inter¬ 
rim?” 

“Honey, you’re rushing thii^,” I S€dd. 

A jeep pushed up through the brush. It was Anton 
22ierek. 

He grinned and waved at Alice. 

I walked over to Lori, pulled her up tight “Honey, 
you’re looking at a miracle," I said. 

She nodded. The stars were still in her eyes. 

nrviiTig my eyes, I visualized the future of the 
valley. The slums of Coaltown would disappear. So 
would the spoil banks and the ruined farms. Retire¬ 
ment homes, boat docks, swimming beaches, all this 
would be part of the vast developmait picture that 
I foresaw for the entire area. 

And Lori and I would be part of that future. 

I bent low, whispered something into Lori’s ears. 
She tried not to smile. “I won’t do it, Pete. I simply 
won’t do it!” 
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*1 have my rights, honey,” I insisted “You can’t 
deny me my rights." 

She gave in. 

“AH right,” she said "Come on.” 

We went down to the swimming hole. I sat on the 
log. Lori stripped to the skin. She went into the 
water. 

She suddenly turned to me. Her eyes were impigh. 

"You!” she cried out “Get out of here!” 

Z laughed 

“That was where I came in, waai’t it?” I said 

I peeled off my clothes. I went towards Lori. She 
waited for me, arms outstretched 

“So all right” she said “Stay in.” 


THE END 
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PETE OONNER was always looking for one thing—a 

f’'® ^^Perienced five senses 
Were jolted when he ran into this collection of high- 
voltage women... ® 

LORl-The voluptuous farm girl who could not resist 
swimming nude in a pool— 

MERRY-The young heiress who had been endowed 
with a huge estate and a million-dollar body-and 
hungered to use both of them to the hilt. 

KAY-The lusty waitress who was bored with the men 
Who came into the bar-until one of them took her 
outsrde. 

ROSE^Her hot-blooded sister, who went to the door 
in 3 nightgown—and oponed both to a strangor! 

Pste's help to get out of her special 
.Sjadly gave him some of the sensa- 
tions he was looking for. It was not until giant Mike 
and his plug-uglies appeared that Pete realized he 
was m even deeper trouble than the girls... 


UTHOO IN CANADA 


DonT miss this gripping novel of terror, violence and 
sex in a small mining town-where coal and carnal de¬ 
sire drive men and women to excess and desperation! 


